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FOREWORD Albert E. Stone 
On its face, any analogy between this American autobiography, 
Lisa Knopp's Flight Dreams: A Memoir, and the Chinese classic Tao Te 
Ching could prove far-fetched. If, however, we consult the ancient Orien-
tal definitions of the Way (the Tao) and Virtue or Character of the Self (the 
Te), we can see how aptly the Chinese text serves as a pattern for this mid-
western woman's life story. The Tao is translated as the Way in triple terms: 
first, along the traveled roads of ordinary life; then, leading off into the 
realm of nature; and finally, escorting the self beyond this world of time 
and matter. Te, too, proves a suitable model, for it has been translated as 
character or moral force as exerted externally by a self who feels virtue or 
rightness as a powerful internal presence. Westerners could, therefore, read 
Te as the modern word "identity." If so, Knopp's story of her self in its sev-
eral worlds will manifest both internal energy (will, desire, drive, dream) 
and external actions in social and public relationships. Taken together, in-
side and outside define the mature individual. Is this not a far more ade-
quate definition of the autobiographical enterprise than the now happily 
outdated American notion of a self becoming wholly distinct from and in-
dependent of others? Lisa Knopp testifies to this broader understanding of 
a Singular Life. So, too, she argues, do most women and many nature 
writers from Thoreau to AIdo Leopold to Annie Dillard. Flight Dreams 
thus demonstrates how one midwestern life story moves naturally (but 
never smoothly) from everyday experience, to the realm of wild nature 
outside of town, and beyond both into ineffable cosmic consciousness. 
The circumstances and characters of Knopp's Way are both message of 
and obstacle to her narrative. Talking too candidly about family and lovers 
may be dangerous. Hence she acknowledges changing some names and 
eliding some events. Privacy and regard for others thereby coincide with 
the writer's need for elbow room to mix dreams and reality, to remain 
faithful to all the facts, including who we want to be or to have been. 
The artist with words first shows herself in a small girl's notebook nov-
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elettes. Later - and throughout her life - she's expressed in journal writ-
ing, then in poetry. But the urge to shape and alter hasn't led her into 
fiction. Instead, Knopp's true metier and model for this autobiography is 
the nonfiction essay. She points out that seven or eight of the twenty-three, 
usually brief chapters here have been previously published as essays in lit-
tle magazines. So, too, were sections of her previous book, Field of Vision 
(Iowa, 1996). Hence some readers may raise the same question suggested 
by other autobiographies, including Frank Conroy's Stop-time and Mary 
McCarthy's Memories of a Catholic Girlhood: how does previous publica-
tion as separate pieces (often indistinguishable from short stories) affect 
our reading (or rereading) of chapters in an autobiography taken as a 
unified narrative? 
Knopp deals with this authorial challenge in several ways. Most impor-
tantly, she knits together sections of her story through a pattern of images 
(many drawn from nature) that become authentic metaphors of the self. 
These are patterns of thought and behavior linking different parts and 
stages of personal experience. The most prevalent of these unifying strate-
gies are metaphors of flight, flying, birds, wind, moving upward and out-
ward as well as from place to place on the midwestern landscape. The ef-
fect, convincingly felt by many readers, I believe, is of a dreamer's tale of 
actual as well as fantasized takings-off. "When I was eleven the world was 
filled with birds," she writes of her working-class Burlington, Iowa, girl-
hood. Literally throwing herself into space from the garage roof is but one 
proof of a lifelong desire to flyaway from "civilization" (Mark Twain's 
term) into, some freer realm. Admired ancestors showed her the way as 
several escaped orderly Mississippi River town life for the West in Okla-
homa. Frederick Jackson Turner's frontier thesis becomes a family posses-
sion promising perennial rebirth farther off. "From [the grandfather's 1 ex-
ample I learned that one not only had to burn with the same passion he 
did but ... to locate the frontier within the self instead of out there and to 
redefine the nature of the experience - not as conquest but as encounter 
between tamed and untamed edges." 
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Later reiterations and echoes of flight dreams abound. Knopp's experi-
ences in Fairfield, Iowa, with Transcendental Meditation stop in frustra-
tion short of the Sidha, or "levitation," stage of spiritual education. In-
stead, her first authentic visionary moment is a flock of birds bursting from 
a brilliant maple tree. (This repeats an intense encounter with "the trees 
with the lights in it" of Annie Dillard's Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.) Reading 
constantly reminds her of flying away like a bird, as Herzog does in Saul 
Bellow's novel. A final ecstatic encounter occurs in Carbondale, Illinois. 
There, having fled Lincoln, Nebraska, and a failed marriage with an in-
tense black Trinidadian, she witnesses a flock of chimney swifts circling 
overhead. The birds call her to make auguries like ancient Romans. The 
swifts tell her all will be well with her son and far-off daughter. 
Indeed, Knopp's life story is here re-created as a vivid series of changes 
and reversals, not a straight Way. Beneath the surface of a driven female 
social self (one often modeled on a dynamic mother, who also loved birds) 
there is revealed an underground - or, rather, an off-the-ground - self 
realizing in solitary walks the dream of a wider identity. In the Shawnee 
National Forest she discovers and liberates this fuller self. At story's end, 
therefore, she has reconstructed herself as more than the sum of all social 
parts - "mother, daughter, granddaughter, aunt, sister, friend, professor, 
writer, middle-aged woman, spiritual seeker." Nature has reassembled the 
self so successfully that the failures and frustrations of all previous social 
ties are redeemed - except motherhood, which remains an unmitigated 
blessing. Consecration of this larger Lisa comes after an ecstatic walk into 
Illinois wilderness. Spirit and body are so utterly fused that "by the end of 
my walk, my soles are hot from so much contact with Holy Earth Spirit." 
Readers, I predict, cannot help but thrill to this gritty, soaring account. An 
achieved Te - or, if one prefers, an integrated American identity - has 
been grounded both in recent Illinois woods as, decades before, in a back 
alley in Burlington where a little girl first dreamed about birds and flying. 
Foreword : xi 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
I would like to gratefully acknowledge Gay Gavin, who read 
and provided insightful comments on an earlier draft of this 
manuscript, and Steve Liechti, who helped me find the balance 
between my need to tell my life story and my desire to honor the 
privacy of those who appear in my story. 
I would also like to acknowledge the editors of the following 
publications for the care they took with my essays: Crazy Horse 
("Flight Dreams," forthcoming); Yoga Journal ("Flash and 
Wonder," which appeared in a slightly different form as "Kitchen 
Sink Epiphany," December 1997); Nebraska Magazine (part of 
"Writing Nature" appeared in "The Essential Geography," 
November 1997); Dominion Review ("The Sidetrack," which 
appeared in a slightly different form as "The Beat, 1979," spring 
1996); Lowell Review ("Last Rites," 1996); Tamaqua ("Sheet 
Music," fall 1995); Cream City Review (part of "The First Day" 
appeared in "Just Words," fall 1993); and Missouri Review 




~ The main artery in most neighborhoods built before World War II 
was not the street in front of the house but the alley behind. The steep and 
narrow cobblestone alley, carved into the fossil-filled Mississippi River 
bluffs behind my childhood home in Burlington, Iowa, was busier with lo-
cal traffic than the streets that formed the perimeters of my city block. We 
who lived on short, steep Marietta Street parked our cars in our level 
garages rather than trusting our car brakes to hold on such a hill. Off-street 
parking was prohibited on Smith Street, Central Avenue, and four-lane 
Division Street, so our neighbors who lived on those streets had no choice 
but to park in their garages. With the exception of the Krafts, who had a 
basement garage that opened onto Marietta, and the Eichmanns, who 
had a Smith Street-side garage but no car, all our neighbors' garages 
opened into the alley. Parking in the alley meant that we entered our 
homes through the kitchen instead of through the front door and living 
room. We were back door people. 
The alley was a workplace. My father had a workshop in the garage 
where he tinkered beneath the hood of the car, sanded or stained furni-
ture, and drank beer. Mter supper, he carried our garbage to the wire bas-
ket in the alley and burned our trash, leaving charred cans, delicate curls 
of blackened newspaper, and soft, hot ash in which we children roasted 
apples from the Krafts' apple tree. Wednesday mornings, the garbage 
truck wheezed and churned down our narrow corridor. The electrical 
and telephone lines were strung above the alley, so when repairmen ar-
rived to climb poles or trim treetops clear of the wires, my playmates and I 
sat on the alley wall and watched. Adults swapped stories and produce as 
they weeded and watered their gardens. My first gardening endeavor was a 
row of ruffled cockscombs planted not on the side of the garage that faced 
our house, which would have been for our eyes alone, but on the side that 
faced "Aunt" Sadie Etherton's yard. Because Aunt Sadie's garage had been 
torn down and the hole partially filled with dirt, my crimson flowers were 
visible to anyone using the alley. 
The Ethertons were the only people on our side of the alley who did 
not use the alley. Because of Aunt Sadie's diabetes, both of her legs had 
been amputated. (Some of my childhood nightmares involved losing my 
own legs or discovering the whereabouts of Aunt Sadie's missing legs.) 
So she was not only house-bound but wheelchair-bound. Nor did Aunt 
Sadie's dull daughter, Berdella Etherton, a plump, graying woman who 
worked at Durr's Dry Cleaner, use the alley. In the absence of a garage, 
Berdella parked her Rambler on Marietta Street and entered her house 
through the front door. Sadie's bachelor brother, George, was the only 
Etherton who made occasional use of the alley: sometimes in the summer 
and fall he hauled lawn clippings and the walnuts that fell from the wal-
nut tree in a wooden fruit basket to the alley to be burned. Mter George 
and Sadie died within a few years of each other, Berdella acquired what 
may have been her first boyfriend, a tattooed man who moved his many 
tow-headed children into Berdella's house and parked his big motorcycle 
in the front yard next to Aunt Sadie's bleeding heart bush. "She's gone off 
the deep end," my mother said of the new Berdella. Eventually Berdella 
sold the house to Mr. and Mrs. Gorrells, who reminded me of the picture 
in Childcraft of Jack Sprat who could eat no fat and his wife who could eat 
no lean. The Gorrellses painted their house a dark turquoise and largely 
disappeared from our view. 
If play is a child's work, then the alley was my workplace, too. The 
Skrupa children, my brother, Jamie, and I played Red Rover over our 
garage roof, because ours was built into a hill, which meant that the west 
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side of the roof beneath which the black-eyed Susans grew was just a few 
feet above the ground - perfect for those of us who couldn't throw the 
ball very high. We rode wagons over the bumpy cobblestones. We waited 
for the ice cream vendor to drive his tinkling truck down our alley, where 
sales were certain. And we collected things: nails, bottle caps, and coins 
found embedded between the cobblestones; fossils in the crumbling al-
ley walls; snail shells, live insects, rocks for our various collections; and 
mountains of other people's trash. I was proudest of a stack of mildewed 
Life magazines, all older than me, that I rescued from a trash can. When 
my father asked me why I was "dragging those smelly things into the 
house," I gave him the answer that adults provided about their own trea-
sures: "They'll be worth something someday." I suspect that even then I 
knew the real reason for saving artifacts: they permit us to reenter our past 
again and again. 
Each summer Jamie, Donny and Nancy Skrupa, and I (the four of 
us were stair-steps, with Jamie as the youngest, me as the oldest) tried to 
build a clubhouse, our home away from home. Sometimes we hammered 
boards together and made a lean-to, or we laid boards across the limbs in 
the good climbing tree that grew above the alley wall and called it our 
treehouse. One summer while Donny was in the hospital with pneumo-
nia, Nancy, Jamie, and I prepared a treehouse seat for him that none of us 
dared try: a board laid across two slim limbs that extended over the alley. 
As soon as Donny arrived home from the hospital, we coaxed him into try-
ing the seat of honor. We explained that when you sat in this seat, all but 
your dangling feet were hidden from view - the very reason we all cov-
eted the seat but had saved it for the sick boy. Instead of insisting on a bet-
ter seat or refusing to play because he was still sick, Donny climbed into 
the tree, past our sturdy seats, and trusted his weight to the board and the 
supple, young branches. The branches bent, dumping Donny and his seat 
into the alley. Rather than return Donny to the hospital, Mrs. Skrupa 
closed the gash above his eyebrow with a butterfly stitch made from white 
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tape. She didn't say a word to us about our culpability, which seemed 
worse to me than anything she could have said. 
The alley gave us access to each other's lives. Adults greeted each other 
on their way to and from their cars. They chatted as they burned trash, re-
paired lawnmowers, or hung out clothes. If you burned your trash before 
your neighbors brought in their laundry, they would fall asleep that night 
with the scent of your inconsideration on their sheets and pillow cases. 
When I was about four, Nancy's aunt, Josette Skrupa, babysat for Jamie 
and me. Mter one of these evenings my mother discovered that money 
was missing from her stash in the dining room sideboard. She believed 
that Josette had taken it and confronted her about it. I do not know how 
Josette answered the charges, if she really took the money, or if it was ever 
recovered. I do know that she never babysat for us again. A few years after 
the alleged theft, Nancy and I were playing in her backyard, where Josette, 
Nancy's grandparents, Old Mr. and Mrs. Skrupa, and Nancy's parents, 
Young Mr. and Mrs. Skrupa, and other Skrupa adults were gathered. For 
some reason (perhaps a child's desire to show that she is privy to adult in-
formation), I said that Josette used to babysit me but didn't anymore be-
cause she'd stolen our money. Silence. I knew I had done something 
wrong and ran home as fast as I could. 
Each evening after supper during the first few weeks of first grade, I 
stood on our alley wall and dropped glass pop bottles onto the bricks be-
low. Each explosion relieved a little of the pressure caused by my teacher, 
Mrs. Nelson, who said I was a "problem" because I was "dreamy," spent 
more time looking out the window than at her, and didn't sit correctly in 
my desk. But the alley was not mine alone. Young Mr. Skrupa swept the 
glass with his wide janitor's broom (as much as one can sweep cobble-
stone) and spoke to my parents about potential flat tires. One evening 
I was hiding in the black-eyed Susans beneath our overhanging garage 
roof after having shattered a few Pepsi bottles. My father grabbed me 
by the arm and spanked me hard enough that our neighbors heard my 
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screams - their assurance that, once again, our alley was safe for rubber 
tires and bare feet. 
It made no difference to my mother that more interesting people lived 
on the other side of the alley. She did not trust Jamie and me to watch for 
traffic before crossing, and so we were stuck on our side of the alley. Jamie 
and I devised various schemes to liberate ourselves. I believe the plan that 
finally worked involved our standing on the alley wall fOf long periods of 
time while watching the six Skrupa children playing on the other side. 
Whenever we saw or sensed that our mother was watching us from the liv-
ing room window, as she often did, we turned our mournful faces toward 
her. She found our grief so unbearable (or ridiculous) that she finally re-
lented. We were free to play in greener pastures. 
The Skrupa children were not the only reason we wanted to cross the 
alley. North of the Skrupas' at the corner of Smith and Central lived 
Mrs. Eichmann, a wrinkled, white-haired, aproned woman who seldom 
spoke, and her son, Junior. Junior was legally blind, which meant he 
could see his whittling through his thick-lensed glasses only if he held the 
stick and knife right beneath his nose. Nancy told me that Junior was 
mentally retarded, a term I only knew as a playground taunt until I crossed 
the alley. Mter I met Junior, I guessed that a mentally retarded person was 
someone who did not hold a job, drive a car, or have a wife and children 
as did "normal" men. But we kids found Junior better than normal: he 
knew the biographies and statistics of the baseball greats (Junior cheered 
the Cardinals; I cheered the Yankees); he knew all the words of all the 
verses of "Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus"; he retold Treasure Island and 
other stories he had heard on his "talking books"; he did chores for his 
mother; and he played a curious form of doctor in which he asked my 
friends and me to lie down and raise our shirts or lower our shorts, and 
then he would wave one of his whittled sticks over us, saying, "Fix, fix, fix." 
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He seemed to enjoy the game even more if we provided a pan of water in 
which he could wash his hands and the operating stick before he fixed us. 
Young Mr. Skrupa's parents lived in a huge, rambling house at the top 
of the alley next to the Eichmanns. Though a house that roomy would 
require a three- or four-car garage for balance in the 1990S, the garage 
behind the Old Skrupa Place could only accommodate one car. Since 
the Old Skrupas didn't own a car, their garage was filled with darkness 
and broken things. Each summer, Robby Skrupa, two years my senior, 
chopped down the "stink trees" (his mother said that tree of heaven leaves 
and flowers "stink to high heaven," hence the name) that thrived in the 
cracks of the short lip of a driveway. But Robby's work was in vain: a few 
weeks later, the root suckers sent up new, vigorous shoots. By the end of 
the summer, the small, rank jungle had returned. 
Towering above the OldSkrupas' garage was an enormous dead oak, 
probably older than any of our houses. We children were in no danger of 
developing itching, oozing rashes from the poison ivy that entwined the 
trunk and branches, since the area around the tree was such a tangle of 
weeds and broken slabs of cement that we could not get near the irritat-
ing leaves. But we were in danger of falling limbs. While our parents 
had hired professionals to remove the stately, blighted elm trees whose 
lovely drooping branches once shaded our streets and front yards, no one 
thought to remove the oak near the alley whose dry branches creaked in 
the slightest breeze. 
One sunny, windless day, a limb dropped, caving in the roof of the Old 
Skrupas' garage. When my mother heard the crack and the crash, she 
dashed out of the house, down the half dozen back steps, and across our 
backyard, where she grabbed my brother and me, held us close to her, 
and wept. I was embarrassed because Nancy and Donny were watching. 
I imagined that when Young Mrs. Skrupa heard the crash, she calmly 
looked out her kitchen window at the fallen limb. When she saw that 
her children were not under it, she returned to her ironing. Later I fig-
ured that if a crashing tree limb had killed Nancy and Donny, Young 
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Mrs. Skrupa would have had three children left as well as little Michael 
growing in her stomach. At that time, my mother only had two children. 
One well-positioned tree limb could have wiped out her posterity. 
When Old Mr. Skrupa died, Old Mrs. Skrupa (her first name was 
Felicia, but people called her Honey - I cherished her beautiful names) 
moved around the corner to the second floor of Mrs. Heinz's house. 
Honey Skrupa had to leave behind everything she couldn't fit into such 
small quarters. To ready the Old Skrupa place for renters (none of whom 
stayed long), Honey's children hauled half a century's worth of her letters 
and daily diaries to the alley and set them ablaze. I, who had been strug-
gling to make a weekly, one-sentence entry in my five-year diary ("I went 
to Brownies"; "I played horses at recess"; "I got three huge allergy shots"), 
kept a vigil until the last word was ash. Many times I've regretted that I 
didn't filch a few of Honey's journals and stash them with my Life maga-
zines. An artifact that could have given me access into the life of a woman 
who had been part of my first neighborhood for so long would give me 
deeper access to the place that had shaped me. She might have written 
about Sadie Etherton when she had two legs to stand on, the building of 
the Trinity Lutheran Church across the street from her house, the birth of 
Junior Eichmann, or herself as a teenager. 
We kids called Mrs. Heinz's brother, Roy, Mr. Nice Man. When he vis-
ited her, he would come out and talk with Nancy, Donny, Jamie, and me 
and offer us M&M's from the Sucrets throat lozenges tin he kept in his 
shirt pocket. Mrs. Ole (lone) Olson (another name I savored) from our 
side of the alley told my parents that Roy liked children and was using the 
candy to bribe us to sit on his lap. I did not know what Mrs. Olson meant 
by liked, but the way she raised her eyebrows and paused after delivering 
that verb told me that whatever it was, it wasn't good. Mrs. Olson had good 
reason to be protective. When I was born on September 4, 1956, my 
twenty-one-year-old mother and my twenty-three-year-old father, fresh out 
of military service in Korea, took me to the second-floor aparhnent in 
lone and Ole's big house. Shortly thereafter, my parents moved around 
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the corner to the little two-story Cape Cod where we lived until the sum-
mer I turned twelve. lone had known me all my life. 
Mostly, I was confused. We kids sat on Roy's lap - one child on each 
knee, with everyone getting a chance - not so that he would offer us 
candy but after he had given us candy. When my little brother John was 
born, Mr. Nice Man brought my mother a box of candy, the likes of which 
I'd never seen before: white cremes dipped in pale pink, orange, laven-
der, or green coatings. I wondered, had my mother sat on Roy's lap, too? 
Mostly, I thought that Roy's gift was considerate: my mother said that if 
a nursing mother ate chocolate, her baby would have diarrhea. There 
wasn't a single chocolate in Roy's box of candy. Nonetheless, my mother, 
who was beginning to use words as strangely as Mrs. Ole Olson, asked my 
brother and me if Roy had ever tried anything with us - like asking us to 
take our clothes off so he could play doctor. I assured her that he had not, 
but then I let it slip: Junior was the one who played doctor with us. My 
mother and Young Mrs. Skrupa decided that we children should never be 
alone with Mr. Nice Man or Junior Eichmann. But with every backyard 
opening onto the alley, it was impossible to avoid any of our neighbors. 
Besides, with all the activity in and around the alley, there was no place 
a person could go and not be seen by others, except the dark interior of 
the Old Skrupa garage, which none of us would have entered for all the 
M&M's in the world. I cannot say if the adults were justified in their sus-
picions. But I can say that neither Junior nor Roy ever tried anything with 
me; nor do I know of them ever trying anything with the other children. 
Next to Mrs. Heinz lived Mrs. "Pin" Cushion, a tiny, birdlike woman 
who poured water from a Folger's coffee can into her bird bath each morn-
ing. "Those birds think they're drinking coffee," she said. "That's why they 
flock in my yard instead of at the Heinzes'." The way Mrs. Cushion talked, 
you'd think that Mr. Heinz was still alive. The way Mrs. Cushion talked 
about Mr. Cushion ("I best get supper started. Walter likes to eat right at 
five"), you'd think that he was in the house reading the Hawk-Eye instead 
of buried in Aspen Grove Cemetery. 
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On the corner next to Mrs. Cushion lived a slow, bent, elderly couple 
who shaped their hedges into cones and cubes and cut sharp moats 
around their sidewalks: a garden of clean planes and angles. Once a week, 
Mr. Sharp Corners polished his black, Depression-era Ford until it shone 
like obsidian. Twice a week, for church and the grocery store, he gingerly 
inched the gleaming Ford out of the garage, down the alley, and into 
traffic. Mrs. lone Olson said that as careful as the old man was with his 
car, it would have been faster for him and his wife to have walked. 
"There is for virtually everyone a deep association with and conscious-
ness of the places where we were born and grew up, where we live now, or 
where we have particularly moving experiences," writes Edward Relph 
in Place and Placelessness. "This association seems to constitute a vital 
source of both individual and cultural identity and security, a point of de-
parture from which we orient ourselves in the world." The alley between 
Central Avenue and Marietta Street where I lived until I was almost 
twelve (with the exception of a fourteen-month period when the Chicago, 
Burlington & Quincy Railroad transferred my father to the shops in Have-
lock, Nebraska, when I was four) was not only the main artery in our 
neighborhood, but it was a story-filled lode. There, my storytelling im-
pulse was born and nourished. From those with whom I shared the alley I 
learned that small, everyday things are not necessarily mundane. Indeed, 
this seemingly ordinary working-class neighborhood was filled with pecu-
liar, dramatic, and sometimes meddlesome neighbors who earned a per-
manent home in my memory. From those with whom I shared the alley, I 
learned that each hill, crevice, and garbage can, each house and resident, 
was worth exploring; the junk, the gifts from nature, and the stories I 
found there were treasures worth preserving. From those with whom I 
shared the alley I learned that others viewed my parents with their mis-
matched desires and disciplines as peculiar and dramatic, though rarely 
meddlesome. This was an essential piece of knowledge for me, since writ-
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ers must acquire the ability to step outside themselves and see familiar 
people and places as remarkable, singular, even exotic. 
When I was in my late twenties and I realized that I wanted to write, I 
turned to what I remembered of the story-filled terrain of my childhood 
neighborhood and the story-filled lives of my neighbors and family. Every-
thing I attempted - first fictional stories, then poems, and finally true, 
factual stories (essays) - was either directly or indirectly about that first ge-
ography, that first community, my point of departure. Sometimes I wish 
that I could make a few revisions in my childhood - modify a few traits in 
myself and others, add or smooth out a few twists in the plot. But mostly, I 
feel nothing but gratitude for the sheer good fortune of being born into 
such a place, at such a time, and among such people. 
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~ Each Saturday morning at 11:00 I packed my tap and ballet shoes 
into a red vinyl bag, waved good-bye to my dance teacher, Telee Engberg, 
and walked the one and a half blocks from the YWCA near the corner of 
Fourth and Washington to the Kresge Building at the corner of Fourth 
and Jefferson. There I waited for what seemed like a long time for the next 
bus with the other people who did not drive cars: junior high boys who 
swam at the YMCA; a young, squat woman who toted a shopping bag 
filled with batter-whipped white bread from the Sweetheart bread factory; 
nearly invisible old people. 
The wait was never boring. When I was in elementary school, down-
town was the heart of Burlington, Iowa (Westland Mall, which shifted our 
center of gravity westward, wouldn't be built for another decade), and Jef-
ferson Street ran right through it. Six days a week and Friday evening, 
Jefferson Street bustled with shoppers, idlers, and employees; after hours, 
it became "The Strip," where high school boys roared their engines, 
squealed their tires, and played their radios loudly. On Sundays, Jefferson 
Street rested, with the exception of a little traffic from the two hospitals, 
the two movie theaters, and a few restaurants. 
If Jefferson ran through the heart of my hometown, then Kresge's Dime 
Store was the heart of the heart, or at least it was for me. Plate-glass win-
dows permitted me to see the entire front portion of the store as I waited 
for the bus. What I remember of the store is that on the east wall were em-
broidery hoops and skeins of floss, cards of zippers, buttons, snaps, and 
needles, a rack of needlework pattern books featuring sweatered, capped, 
and bootied infants, and skeins of yarn whose color names I loved to read 
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and say (Primrose, Forest Green, Sienna, Peppermint Twist). 1 had been 
in Kresge's often enough to know that beyond the needlework supplies 
were racks of artificial plastic flowers. Beyond the flowers in the back of 
the store were the goldfish, parakeets, and hamsters. In the back left was 
the toy section - bright plastic dump trucks, pop guns, off-brand dolls 
that didn't look as nice as those advertised in the J. C. Penney's Christmas 
catalog. Front and center were the three checkout lanes, a short row of 
tiny shopping carts, and finally the luncheon counter, where orangeade 
trickled endlessly down the sides of a high glass bowl and a doughnut ma-
chine dropped circles of dough into a pan of grease where they crackled 
and browned right before your eyes. Just beyond the shopping carts and 
across the aisle from the luncheon counter stood a gleaming glass and steel 
sandwich cart where a wide woman in a uniform dress, apron, and hairnet 
made submarine sandwiches. 
The actual bus stop was a bench positioned too near the curb. Since 
Kresge's front doors and big windows were inset, we bus riders waited next 
to the glass beneath the jutting second story, which sheltered us from the 
elements. I chose to stand between the IN door and the part of the win-
dow nearest the subtparine maker so I could watch her fluid assembly line 
movements. Each time the door opened, I was bathed in gusts of aro-
mas - pickles, mothballs, hamster poop, and cheap perfume. The woman 
laid half a dozen or so long buns in a row on her cart's wooden counter, 
then built the sandwiches bottom up with three types of cold cuts; several 
squares of American cheese; shredded lettuce; rings of raw, purple onions; 
and finally tomato slices. On the top bun she slathered mayonnaise and 
mustard and laid round pickle slices before closing the buns and wrap-
ping each sandwich in clear plastic. Some sandwiches she cut in half and 
then wrapped each half in clear plastic. She stacked her creations against 
the glass side of her cart: an arsenal of tiny torpedoes. Unlike the woman 
at the checkout lanes and luncheon counter, the submarine woman 
wasn't there every day (I knew this from occasional midweek visits to 
Kresge's with my Great-aunt Pertsie), nor did she have a cash register. In-
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stead, she made change for the bills people handed her from a tiered 
metal box like the one that organized my grandfather's fishing tackle. 
Most of the woman's customers placed the sandwiches in their carts or 
baskets, but some people couldn't wait until they got home: they sat at the 
lunch counter and ate, flattening the tall sandwiches with their fingers be-
fore biting. I wondered how one human stomach could hold such a large 
sandwich. Nonetheless, I knew that half a submarine would never be 
enough for me. 
As much as I coveted those sandwiches I never acted on one of my 
schemes for getting one. I didn't, for instance, walk the mile to and from 
dance class so I could save my bus fare (probably twenty cents for a one-
way trip on those Saturdays when my father drove me to class; thirty-five 
cents for a round-trip ticket when he drove me both ways) until I had 
enough money to buy a sandwich. I didn't borrow from my Uncle Scrooge 
bank where I deposited the twenty-five cents I earned each week for keep-
ing my bed made. Nor did I ask my Great-aunt Pertsie to include sand-
wich money when she sent the twenty dollars each month that paid for 
my dance lessons. She would have understood my desire since she was an 
inveterate dime store shopper. (The last trip I took with her before she 
died in 1989 was to a dimestore in Fort Madison, Iowa.) If I had only 
asked, my great-aunt would have sent enough money for me to buy sub-
marines for my whole family. 
Likewise, I didn't act on any of my more devious schemes to get a free 
sandwich into my belly. I didn't, for instance, tell the sandwich maker 
pieces of one of my favorite fantasies: ''I'm an orphan. I live on the streets. 
I carryall of my worldly possessions in this red bag that I found in some 
rich kid's garbage can. I will not last much longer if I don't get something 
solid in my stomach." "You poor little waif," the sandwich maker would 
reply as she handed me one of the torpedoes. "Eat 'til you're full." 
Even more curious was that I never entered or even thought about 
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entering the dimestore for a deeper breath, a closer look during my Satur-
day morning waits. 1 could have inhaled deeply as 1 walked past the sub-
marine cart on my way to sample Midnight in Paris not because 1 particu-
larly liked the scent of that perfume but because I liked the sensuous 
curve of the indigo bottle. 1 could have studied closely the meats and 
condiments in silver pans as 1 paused before the display of the revolving 
Timex watches near the sandwich maker's cart. 1 could have inhaled again 
as 1 passed the cart on my way to the eyeglass rack where 1 could make the 
world blurred and tipsy one moment, sharp and sober the next. 
If the notion of entering Kresge's ever did enter my mind, I'm sure I 
promptly rejected it for fear that 1 would become so absorbed in all that I 
loved inside the store that 1 would miss my bus and have to wait for the 
next one or walk home. Either consequence meant that 1 would have to 
wait that much longer to eat lunch. More likely 1 did not enter because 1 
was too self-conscious to go into any store alone. If the submarine woman 
asked me to stop inhaling so deeply and conspicuously near her cart, if 
she asked me to stop eating with my eyes as 1 strolled past again and again, 
1 would have turned to hot syrup and seeped through the seams in the 
floor tiles. But 1 like to believe that the real reason 1 remained outside was 
that even then 1 found it desirable to be in a state of desire. 
One day 1 would learn that the great spiritual traditions teach other-
wise. Krishna taught Arjuna that as long as we are caught in the endless 
chain of personal desires, we must take birth after birth. Buddha taught 
that the only way to eliminate suffering is by eliminating desire. Jesus said 
that where the body is, there the eagles gather. Still 1 am bound to the 
pleasures of desire. While 1 understand the distracting nature of desire (I 
can't, for instance, write, pray, or work with a clear head when I first fall in 
love or if I'm out of money), I appreciate the way in which the object of 
my desire becomes the brightly burning center, the organizing principle 
around which everything else falls into place. 1 appreciate the way in 
which the object of one's desire provides both the motives and the means. 
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Such a focus makes anything possible. I conclude that we cannot truly 
know the santosha, or contentment, preached by our avatars without hav-
ing first felt desire's sting. Perhaps my greatest regret as I grow older is that 
my desire is less frequent and seldom as keenly felt as it was during the 
first twenty-five years of my life when I was always yearning for some-
thing - a canopy bed, a sister, and a submarine sandwich when I was a 
child; a more perfect body, an exciting though reliable man, and a career 
when I was in my early twenties. On some days I count the waning of my 
desire as yet another step toward freedom, but on other days I count it as a 
deep loss. 
I suspect that even as a child I knew that there was value in desire and 
that the way to keep my desire alive was by never passing through Kresge's 
double doors on those Saturday mornings and laying down my money. I 
had to watch and want from afar. 
About the time I began dancing lessons and was still too young to ride 
the bus alone, our family car (perhaps the Plymouth Cambridge, perhaps 
the Chevy Impala, perhaps the Lark station wagon) died. Since we were 
in the country, far from a service station (on an Illinois highway, I want to 
say, though I can't imagine what we were doing there), my father left my 
mother, Jamie, perhaps too my younger brother John, though I do not re-
call his presence, and me with the car and hitchhiked into town for help. 
At some point my entire family arrived at Kresge's (I cannot recall if it was 
in our mended car, a taxi cab, a tow truck, or a stranger's car). We ate 
doughnuts from the doughnut machine as soon as they were cool to the 
touch and kept eating even after we were full, partly because we had been 
so cold and hungry, partly because of the novelty of watching dough trans-
formed into doughnuts before our eyes. I suppose we had something to 
drink that day, perhaps even the trickling orangeade. And somehow we 
got home, though I do not remember these details. 
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During my Saturday morning bus waits, it wasn't the affordable dough-
nuts whose taste I knew and loved that left me yearning but the subma-
rine, which I had never tasted and might not even like. It was my desire 
for the submarine sandwich that I never had and the circumstances sur-
rounding it that burned these details so deeply and indelibly into my 
memory. So, too, it was Saturday mornings spent waiting outside that 
made me mindful of time spent inside. 
The West Hill bus wheezed to a stop, and we bus riders filed on. I left 
submarines, Kresge's, Jefferson Street, and submarine sandwiches behind 
for another week. I didn't need to pull the cord as we neared Dorothy 
Ann's Salon of Beauty. The driver always stopped there, snapped the doors 
apart, and waited until I had crossed Garfield Street before he turned the 
corner. Two and a half blocks later, I stepped through the front door of 
our house as Paul Harvey was preparing to tell "the rest of the story" to 
my father, who was in the kitchen making "Joe's Specials" (egg, milk, 
and crushed saltines fried in bacon grease), which he served on slices of 
Sweetheart white bread, one slice spread with margarine, the other spread 
with catsup; Campbell's soup (usually pea or bean) dipped into bowls 
with a coffee cup, since it is easier to wash than a ladle, my father said, and 
glasses of whole milk from Gustafson's Dairy for Jamie, John, and me, 
black coffee for my father. I know the details of this lunch not only be-
cause it was what my father usually served when my mother worked week-
ends at the hospital but because it stood in such relief to what had come 
before. 
I slid into my chair at the kitchen table with my father and brothers and 
ate until I was warm and full. 
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~ When I was a child, I identified myself by what I was not: I was not 
thin; I was not a farm kid; I was not an orphan; I was not brunette; I was 
not the best or worst at anything; I was not Catholic. The latter was what 
I regretted most. Indeed, the sacrifice and conformity Catholicism de-
manded, the beauty and mystery it offered in return would have made up 
for all the other nots in my life that made me so ordinary. 
The Catholics I scrutinized most carefully as a child were the Skrupas. 
The Skrupa children attended St. Stephen's School, which I believed was 
as close to heaven as a school could be. My friends not only began each 
school day in church but they had daily religion class as well andwere 
taught by wimpled nuns who wqre great ankle-length black dresses. The 
girls wore lovely plaid jumpers and crisp white blouses with Peter Pan 
collars; the boys wore tidy blue dress pants and white shirts. When a 
St. Stephen's student received a 100 percent in spelling, he or she was re-
warded with a holy card depicting the likes of a sober, reclusive St. Jerome 
or juicy sacred hearts. I only received gold stars for my perfect scores. 
When the Skrupas had school holidays, it was often for an exotic-sounding 
reason - All Saints' Day, Our Lady's Immaculate Conception, the Feast 
of the Assumption of Our Lady, or St. Stephen's Feast Day. Teacher in-
service days, which gave me an occasional holiday, sounded mundane in 
comparison. 
The Skrupa children were Catholics at horne too. When they heard 
the wail of an emergency vehicle, they crossed themselves. Each Friday as 
a sacrifice they ate fish instead of meat. this puzzled me for two reasons. 
First, I loved baked halibut and fried catfish and couldn't imagine why 
eating such fare was considered a deprivation. Second, a fish was part of 
the animal rather than the plant kingdom, or so I was taught in my non-
parochial school. Therefore, fish was meat. But I had no doubt that dur-
ing Lent the Skrupas made real sacrifices to remind them of Christ's suf-
ferings. One year Eileen, the eldest Skrupa girl, sacrificed desserts for 
forty days and nights. Theresa, the second oldest, sacrificed six episodes of 
Gidget; Robby, the third oldest, sacrificed six episodes of Lost in Space. 
We Methodists were secular and dull in comparison. We didn't sacrifice 
anything, except sacrifice and its rewards. 
My friends' lives were certain and orderly, which I attributed entirely 
to their Catholic background. All the Skrupa children had daily chores, 
which meant they had to scrub something before they could go out and 
play. My brother and I spent half of each summer morning sitting on the 
alley wall, watching the Skrupa house for signs that Nancy and Donny 
had finished scouring their back stairs or garbage cans or window sills. I 
wanted to report to the Skrupas that I had just finished scrubbing the in-
side of the oven or the basement floor and that I had hated every minute 
of it. I wanted to report that I too lived a life of order, discipline, and obe-
dience. But the cultivation of such traits was not high on the list of priori-
ties at our house. I begged my mother to give me chores, but she worked 
at a hospital, took college classes, and studied. She was too busy to think 
up chores, delegate duties, or scrub things. The best she could do was to 
tell me to clean up after myself. 
The Skrupas were taught to put others' needs before their own, another 
uniquely Catholic trait, I then believed. The Skrupa children were re-
quired to set aside some of their birthday money for First Friday collection 
before they were permitted to spend a penny on themselves. When Eileen 
babysat for us, my mother paid her the going rate, fifty cents an hour. 
Young Mrs. Skrupa felt that thirty-five cents an hour was adequate and 
made Eileen return the difference. If the Skrupa children misbehaved, 
they were grounded for agonizingly long periods of time. Nancy spent 
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four summer days in her bedroom for taking the Lord's name in vain. 
Donny spent three days in his bedroom for running out to play without 
doing his chores, my sin in part because my brother Jamie and I stood on 
the alley wall calling to him like sirens. I never had the privilege of being 
grounded. All I got was a swat on the butt for my misdemeanors and all 
was forgotten. No chance to wallow in my sin until I cried for forgive-
ness. I was envious, not so much of the sacrifices my friends made but 
that something existed for them that deserved and demanded complete 
obedience. 
As a child, I was never clear what a Methodist was. My fifth-grade 
Sunday School teacher, Mrs. Betty Wahl, explained that Methodism de-
veloped under the direction of John and Charles Wesley and George 
Whitefield in the 1700s. The new sect emphasized methodical schedules 
of spiritual exercises (hence, the name) and charitable duties, such as vis-
iting prisons, poorhouses, and hospitals. Though I was pleased to hear 
that we Methodists had a noble history of fiery dissent against the Angli-
can Church and other forms of social injustice, I was also puzzled. The 
Methodists I knew seemed too lacking in backbone to oppose anything. 
Each Sunday morning, when we Methodists recited the Apostles' 
Creed in church, we negated all our attempts at self-definition. I asked 
Mrs. Wahl why we said that we believed in "the holy catholic Church" 
rather than "the holy Methodist Church." She answered that catholic 
refers to the universal Christian church, which of course included Meth-
odists. Again I was puzzled. If catholic meant universal, why not revise the 
creed so that Methodists could profess their belief in "the holy Univer-
sal Church"? "Tradition," she answered. But it appeared to me that the 
Apostles' Creed was referring to a less universal form of Catholicism - a 
specific denomination headquartered in Rome and identified by several 
features which we Protestants lacked. The term catholic was at once the 
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genus and the species, confusing Catholics and Not-Catholics alike. Un-
less we were mindful of what we were saying, we Methodists might be pro-
fessing our faith in something of which we were not a part. 
As a child, I could list several negative assertions about Protestants in 
general and Methodists in particular which separated us from Catholi-
cism. Methodists, for instance, did not sin. While we acknowledged that 
certain behaviors or states of mind separated people from God, we resisted 
personal connections: King David sinned; we erred. For Catholics, who 
affirmed the existence of sin by categorizing it (original, actual, mortal, 
venial), confessing it, and then atoning for it, there existed a strong sense 
of separation between the self and the deity. Now, I appreciate that I was 
not burdened with a sense of my own wickedness. Yet I felt deprived of all 
the lovely, supernatural things that could have saved me from my own sins 
had I been Catholic: the generous intervening powers of Mary, the saints, 
and the priest; greater possibilities after death (in addition to Heaven and 
Hell, Catholics had Limbo and Purgatory); a devoted guardian angel to 
save me on the Near Occasion of Sin; and a system of indulgences, set 
up as algebraic equations (x number of Hail Marys released one from x 
amount of time suffering in Purgatory). Since Methodist theology didn't 
take sin seriously enough for my tastes, the promise of forgiveness, re-
demption, and complete release from sin seemed pointless and empty. 
We Methodists further distinguished ourselves from the Mother 
Church by simplifying our services and ritual. Our dramatization of the 
Last Supper was indeed accessible, yet compared to what the Skrupas told 
me about their sacrament, it was far too relaxed, our aesthetic sense ap-
parently underdeveloped. At Faith United Methodist Church we didn't 
queue up the center aisle and wait with our palms pressed together, 
prayerlike. Neither was it wine that stood for His precious blood but 
Welch's unfermented grape juice. Squares of crustless white bread and 
tiny cups of grape juice were usually passed among us in the pews, though 
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sometimes we walked to the altar to partake. Nor did we receive special 
instructions before our first communion. As soon as we felt spiritually 
ready (for most of us, it was the Maundy Thursday service following our 
sixth-grade, Palm Sunday confirmation), we partook. Nor did we have 
to fast before taking the bread to increase our gratitude. Even so; I found 
the Methodist remembrance moving. How much more so would be the 
Catholic transformation, shrouded as it was by initiation, mystery, and 
ritual. 
Another negation that defined us Methodists was that our church was 
not run on woman-power as the Catholic Church appeared to be. In my 
church, our deities, founders, and leaders were all men. I marveled at all 
the glory Mary received just because she was a mother. She in turn show-
ered gifts of mercy on those who called upon her. How like a mother. 
Since I wanted my heaven to have a queen, I asked Nancy and Donny to 
teach me to pray to Mary ("Hail Mary, full of grace ... "). In time, I 
learned to say the words as quickly and as indistinguishably as my friends 
did. I studied Nancy and Donny's holy cards that glorified the likes of 
St. Agnes, the young virgin who was tortured and martyred for her refusal 
to marry a pagan prince; St. Clare, who literally clung to the altar at San 
Paola when her family tried to bring her home; St. Joan, who led armies 
of men. Men were saints, too, and of course the real power of the Catholic 
Church both earthly (from altar boy to pope) and heavenly (the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Ghost) was male. Yet it was the female presences of 
Catholicism that earned my adoration. Even the principal at St. Stephen's 
School was female, though the only principals I had had or would ever 
have were men. 
I saw woman-power in the Skrupa home, too. Young Mr. Skrupa was 
Not-Catholic, but his children were being raised according to his wife's 
wishes, which meant according to the Church's wishes. In my mind this 
was not an even trade-off: the children took their father's last name but 
their mother's religion. For daughters, the latter was a more lasting legacy. 
If the three Skrupa girls married or if, like one of Young Mrs. Skrupa's sis-
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ters, they became nuns, they would take someone else's name. Yet even if 
they left the Church, they could never shake its influence. 
Now I wonder if Young Mr. Skrupa resented the number of hours and 
dollars his family gave to something of which he was not a part. I wonder 
if he tolerated religion for his children but wanted no part of it himself. I 
wonder if he tolerated his wife's religion so he could have quiet, solitary 
Sunday mornings. I wonder if there was a trade-off that we neighbors did 
not know about ("You may raise the kids Catholic, but in return you 
must ... "). Because of this trade-off, Young Mr. Skrupa hung his coat 
in the front hall next to framed portraits of John F. Kennedy and Pope 
Paul VI, ate fish sticks beneath a crucifix on Friday, and, according to my 
mother, was forbidden to practice "family planning." Young Mrs. Skrupa 
wielded the power in that family because she had the weight of the 
Church's authority behind her. 
A final negation that defined us Methodists was our rejection of the 
Catholic tolerance of and downright craving for idolatry. We Methodists 
did not bow down before statues, kiss the pope's ring, cross ourselves with 
holy water, or wear white doilies on our heads for church. Yet when I was 
eight or ten it was the absence of idolatrous tangibles that made me most 
dissatisfied with my Not-Catholic status. What I most coveted was a rosary 
and a string of memorized prayers to rattle off. Other than the Lord's 
Prayer and the Doxology, Methodist prayers were spontaneous: we were to 
pray when we felt the need, say what needed to be said with whatever 
words we had, and pray until we were finished. Yet the Methodists I ob-
served only prayed in church and at the dinner table, and seldom did I de-
tect a glimmer of spontaneity. 
What my Protestant forebears had failed to realize is that sacred objects 
serve an important purpose, which is why God gave the Chosen People 
painfully explicit directions about the construction and use of his altar 
and everything associated with it, from the covenant box to the anoint-
ing oil. As with Catholic paraphernalia, the possession and correct use 
of these objects distinguished insiders from outsiders. Even more, some 
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of the faithful believed that the divinity resided in these objects, and so 
they were sacred. I received my first glimmer of this pantheistic thinking 
when Nancy gave me a Holy Card bearing the likeness of a muscled 
St. Michael, the Archangel, with his foot on the back of a dragonish Satan 
and his spear raised overhead. For a long time I had wanted a Holy Card 
that I could pray to and set on my nightstand so that its holiness would 
guard me while I slept. Later that day Nancy and her mother appeared at 
our back door. Young Mrs. Skrupa explained that Nancy had not shown 
the proper respect for what the card represented by giving it to a non-
Catholic. Could they please have the card back? I was crushed. I believed 
that card was my first step toward insider status. 
Another negation: we Methodists don't put our faith before friendship 
as the Catholics do. 
One Saturday morning during the spring of my sixth-grade year I was 
given an opportunity to come clean, to stand up for Truth, to define my-
self through affirmation. At the final confirmation class at Faith United 
Methodist Church, right before we were fitted for our confirmation robes, 
Reverend Mohr asked if there were any among us who felt that he or she 
should not be confirmed. Yes! I wanted to shout. I wanted to join the One 
True Church of God, and I had hard evidence that Faith Methodist wasn't 
it. Didn't Catholics refer to themselves as The Church, thus establishing it 
as the standard against which every other church was measured? Wasn't 
the gothic St. John's Catholic Church built on the highest hill in our 
town? Wasn't its lofty, vaulted roof topped with our tallest steeple? If you 
drove across the Mississippi onto the flood plains of Illinois, the spire was 
still visible like a beacon guiding us home. Faith Methodist was just a two-
story, steepleless building, not lofty enough to invite or permit one's spirit 
to soar. Nor was it visible from a distance. Moreover, the Skrupa children 
told me that St. Peter (plain Peter to the Methodists) was the rock upon 
which their church was built. I kept mum about the fact that John Wesley, 
Not-Catholic : 23 
the founder of Methodism, wasn't even born until 1703 and that the 
Catholics had it over us by nearly two millennia. Further evidence that 
ours was not the True Church was that I wanted to hear every detail about 
mass and catechism, but the Skrupas showed little interest in hearing 
about my church. When my friends explained the reason for their Ash 
Wednesday forehead smudges, I was envious. When I heard their stories 
of May Crowning or of Friday afternoons in Lent spent saying the Stations 
of the Cross, I was moved. The church stories I narrated about Mrs. Wa-
terman fainting during Sunday School hymn sing or the little paper boat 
we used to trace Paul's journeys over the big map of the Mediterranean we 
made at Vacation Bible School didn't fill anyone with mystery, beauty, 
and yearning. I detected a trace of smugness as the Skrupas listened po-
litely to my stories. But why shouldn't they feel self-satisfied? Theirs was 
the One True Religion, the main trunk of the tree. Mine was but a 
branch. 
I held my tongue that Saturday before Confirmation Sunday. The next 
day I became a card-carrying Methodist. I did not voice my objections be-
cause I was afraid I would be laughed at - not by the other Methodist kids, 
the pastor, or my family but by the Skrupas. It would be a shaming experi-
ence to reveal that I was so discontented with what I was that I yearned to 
become one of them. It would be an admission of my own inferiority. 
Conversion was possible. My mother's people were Baptists and Meth-
odists, yet her great-uncle Willy converted so he could marry a Catho-
lic woman. When his betrothed developed tuberculosis, Willy tended 
her until she died and then spent the rest of his days as a Catholic bache-
lor. My father's Aunt Vera, raised in a solidly Lutheran family, "turned" 
when she married a Catholic and raised her two children in "The 
Church." When my father's brother Phil married, he promised to raise the 
children he and Marion would never have as Catholics, too. No one 
in my father's family knew if Phil was really Catholic until Great-Aunt 
Vera's son Bob married Claudia, also a Catholic. The wedding, held at 
St. Stephen's, was the first time I heard mass and saw the interior of a 
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Catholic church. On neither account was I disappointed. Statues of Mary, 
Jesus, and St. Stephen stood above us in the alcoves. People touched one 
knee to the floor before sliding into a pew; then they knelt on the wooden 
kneelers that they unfolded from beneath the pews. During mass, some-
one rang a bell; someone else wafted perfumed smoke over the audience. 
Uncle Phil participated in the mass as if he had been doing it all his life. 
("All that jumping up and down and mumbling," my grandmother later 
complained.) The Protestants in our family remained seated and silent, 
which gave my grandmother her own reason to smile smugly. Nonethe-
less, the truth was out: Uncle Phil was Catholic to the core. I counted the 
years until I, too, could "turn." 
But by the time I was in high school I had no desire to be affiliated with 
any Christian denomination, much less Catholicism, though sometimes 
my boyfriend, Tim, and I went to services at Faith Methodist more for 
something to do on a Sunday morning than anything else. While I be-
lieved in God and prayed with some regularity, I could not understand 
why Christians believed that Jesus was anything more than a man or why 
they believed that he could save them from death, though I did believe 
that Jesus could teach people how to live. During my teen years I was 
drawn to Judaism, the most sensible religion I had yet discovered. Jews 
only worshiped God, they were rather fuzzy on the subject of the afterlife, 
and they had the ritual and paraphernalia I craved. The difficulty of a 
Christian converting to Judaism made the act even more desirable. Now I 
suspect that Judaism appealed to me because it offered an even greater 
contrast between insider and outsider status than did Catholicism, which 
at an earlier time had offered an even greater contrast between insider and 
outsider status than did Methodism. 
When it was time for my son, Ian, to enter kindergarten many years 
later, I enrolled him at St. Bernadette's Elementary in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
I had good reasons for my choice. The kindergarten at St. Bernadette's 
was half the size of that at our neighborhood elementary; Catholics were 
tighter on discipline; they provided thorough instruction in reading, writ-
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ing, arithmetic, and Catholic catechism; they required uniforms, meat-
free meals on Fridays, and daily presence at morning mass. Other benefits 
were more personal: if Ian ·attended St. Bernadette's, he could share his 
Holy Cards with me, and I could accompany him to mass when the spirit 
moved me. But during our entire three years at St. Bernadette's, Ian and I 
remained outsiders. When the other children in Ian's second-grade class 
and their parents prepared for first communion, we were not allowed to 
participate. "Ian wouldn't have Catholic support at home for his confir-
mation," the principal, Sister Mary Immaculata, explained. On one occa-
sion, Ian was the only boy in his class not invited to a Saturday night slum-
ber party, the reason being that all of the boys would attend mass together 
the next morning. In time, the tight discipline and thorough instruction 
offered by a Catholic school mattered far less to me than my son's full in-
clusion. Our days at St. Bernadette's were numbered. 
Despite this experience, when I drive or walk past a Catholic church, 
the memory of my desire to be inside is so strong that I can't help but en-
ter. Then I touch one knee to the floor, slide into the pew, kneel on the 
wooden kneeler, and pray with whatever words I have. 
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~ Until I was eight or ten, I saw nothing unusual in spending every 
Sunday afternoon in Aspen Grove Cemetery, riding narrow, meandering 
lanes with my grandmother, father, and brothers until we arrived at the 
west section, where we got out and walked to the Knopp and Friberg 
(originally Frieberg) tombstones. Mter all, the cemetery was and is one of 
the best places to pass a slow afternoon in Burlington. With its mossy 
monuments and historical markers, including those made by my great-
grandfather Frieberg, a Swedish stonecutter, it was the most inclusive and 
comprehensive museum we had. With its lush tumble of hills and real 
swans drifting on the pond near the front gate, it was grander and more 
tranquil than Crapo Park. Moreover, chances were good that we would 
run into family, since Uncle Phil and Aunt Marion and Great-aunt Vera 
and Great-uncle Ray, were also Sunday visitors who admired the flower-
ing plums, sat peony-filled Kerr jars on the graves, and explored local his-
tory. The Civil War Garden topped our list of historical sites; the obelisk 
of Charles Perkins, second president of the Burlington Route railroad, was 
a distant second. 
Great-aunt Florence "visited" the cemetery not only on Sundays but 
several times during the week as well. Mter she retired as the Des Moines 
County deputy recorder, she visited daily. One evening the summer be-
fore my senior year of high school, Cathy Spitzman and I drove through 
the cemetery on our way to a Burlington High School baseball game. We 
were early, so I decided to kill a little time. Deep within the cemetery, we 
got out of my father's Volkswagen bug, which I had borrowed for the 
evening, to take a short walk. There, cresting a small hill as if she had 
anticipated our arrival, was Great-aunt Florence. "You shouldn't be here 
now," she said in her slow, quiet way. "Haven't you been reading in the 
Hawk-Eye about those vandals who corne here at night and push head-
stones down the hill toward the railroad tracks?" I had. And the cemetery 
was pretty creepy after dark. Cathy and I got in the car and left. Great-aunt 
Florence didn't leave, nor was her car anywhere in sight. Yet I wasn't wor-
ried about her safety. She was horne. 
At eight or ten I suspected that something more than the Civil War 
plaques, the haughty swans, or the impromptu family reunions brought us 
to the cemetery so often. But at eight or ten I did not know what that 
something was. Unlike my mother, who found the Knopp-Frieberg Sab-
bath pastime so morbid that she refused to participate, I found nothing 
gloomy about a place where dead bodies were buried. Granted it was 
unsettling to find the graves of people who died when they were my age 
or younger (Beloved daughter / Anna Lavinia Cox / Born 8 April 1879 / 
crushed by a horse /3 October 1887) or whose lives were so inconsequen-
tial that their bodies were buried in Pauper's Field. But the graveyard itself 
did not bother me. My brothers and I played hide-and-seek behind the 
monuments; tried to open the windows and doors of mausoleums; laid flat 
on our backs in front of tombstones with our eyes shut and our hands 
crossed over our hearts, undisturbed that coffined bodies were directly be-
neath us. Since I had never known anyone who had died and thus had 
never had to reorder my life around an absence, the dead were but ab-
stractions, perhaps with interesting biographies, but never had they been 
moving, thinking people like me. When I was eight or ten, nothing dis-
turbed my belief in my own immortality, not even my grandmother's 
headstone, paid for and waiting, chiseled with what was known: Ruth 
Knopp / wife of David / Born 1895 / Died 19 -. 
About the time I realized that death would eventually corne to people I 
knew and perhaps even to me, I also began to feel fear - not about the 
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burial grounds, but about the Knopp and Frieberg preoccupation with 
death. My grandmother's albums bulged with mementos of her dead. She 
saved and mounted anything from their funerals - sympathy cards, the 
memorial service program, pressed roses. Even more cherished was any-
thing in the Hawk-Eye bearing the deceased's name, including an article 
about my grandmother's son Bob, who died of blood poisoning after 
scratching his leg on a barbed wire fence at age nineteen, and another 
article about her son Ned, killed when a school bus ran over him shortly 
after he started kindergarten. 
And my grandmother's albums contained photographs of her dead. By 
that I do not mean people who were alive in the photos - getting mar-
ried, blowing out birthday candles, pulling kids on sleds - but who had 
since died. Rather, I mean photos of people at rest in their coffins, with 
sealed eyes and mouths, dressed in finer clothes than they had ever worn 
alive. Photos of coffins being lowered into the ground. Photos of fresh 
graves, heaped and garish with roses. As I turned the heavy pages in the al-
bum, my grandmother repeated the litany of nineteenth-century diseases 
that had conquered her family in the twentieth century. Perhaps there 
were even photographs of the wakes my grandmother held for her two 
sons and for her husband, who died of a heart attack three years before my 
birth, though I do not recall seeing them. I still shudder at the idea of pass-
ing the night with dead kin laid out in the front room. 
Since most of my father's family died young and/or violently, I feared I 
would, too. On the dresser in the bathroom my grandmother kept a pic-
ture of her older sister Edna, who died on the operating table of locked 
bowels at age thirty-six. She was the beautiful Frieberg I wanted to look 
like, but her gruesome death stopped me from wishing for any similari-
ties. Every time I used the toilet I thought of Edna. Every time I swam I 
thought of my grandmother's brother John, who drowned as a teenager. 
Every time I refused green vegetables I thought of my Norwegian great-
grandmother Jensena ("Jenny") Frieberg's slow death from pernicious ane-
mia. Every time I scratched myself I thought of Uncle Bob's toxic blood. 
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These stories of death were not told as cautionary tales. If they con-
vinced me to be alert around school buses or not to object when my 
mother gave me vitamins with iron, then more was achieved than in-
tended. The real purpose of these stories I discovered when my grand-
mother opened The Old Farmers Almanac to the Famous Debowelled 
Man of the Signs, whose abdomen was cut in a "T," the two flaps laid 
open to reveal his coiled innards. His naked body parts were paired with 
signs of the zodiac (Leo with the heart, Scorpio with the "secrets"), per-
mitting us to identify our weak spots not for the purpose of prevention but 
rather to suggest something of the manner in which illness and death 
would enter. Since my grandmother and Jamie were both Aries, they an-
ticipated head problems, and indeed my grandmother did suffer a pound-
ing dizziness between her ears (I believe she had high blood pressure), 
and Jamie not only had allergies but a sharply undershot jaw which re-
quired years of orthodontics. As Virgos, John and I would expire because 
of our bellies -locked bowels, perhaps. Just as the Famous Debowelled 
Man could not change his flayed condition or his position near the back 
of the almanac, neither could we change ours. We would die on our 
decreed day, in the decreed fashion. All the nutritious food and safety 
precautions in the universe were powerless to change that which was 
ordained. The only personal choice we had in the matter was whether 
we would face illness, violence, infirmity, and death with courage or 
cowardice. 
My father's people were church-goers, but that changed little. Great-
aunt Florence was Lutheran, as had been all of my grandmother's people 
at one time. The rest of us were Catholics or Methodists. My grandmother 
did not go to church but was a dedicated follower of Billy Graham, listen-
ing to his weekly broadcast, reading his newspaper, watching every night 
of each of his television crusades, and sending him her widow's pennies. 
Though the cemetery was rife with Christian consolation (the door of one 
mausoleum bore the promise "In my father's house are many mansions"; 
the gate at the entrance to the new section of Aspen Grove said, "Be not 
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afraid; it is I"), my father's people never spoke of Christ as Death-Slayer or 
of Eternal Life in Heaven. Their attitude toward death was too matter-of-
fact, too fearless, and, dare I say it, too willing for them to seek assurances 
that death would be denied its sting, the grave its victory. 
Two events revealed to me what death meant to my father's people. 
One was the suitcase my grandmother kept in the back of her closet, 
packed with a never-worn pink velour robe and mules that matched, lacy 
pastel nightgowns, new underwear, and unopened packages of hairnets, 
denture cream, and Desert Flower talcum powder. If my grandmother re-
ceived new nightclothes for Christmas, she stashed them in her suitcase 
while she continued to wear a faded wrap-around robe and neatly darned 
flannel gowns. We all knew what the suitcase was for: in case of unex-
pected hospitalization, there would be no open-backed, common-issue 
hospital gowns for my grandmother. 
Even as a child it struck me as an austere extravagance for my grand-
mother to save the best for what might never be. She was extremely 
healthy despite her annual Christmas Eve prediction that this was our last 
holiday together, since her "time" was drawing near. Until she died of can-
cer at eighty-one, she was never ill. She cleaned her house thoroughly 
each week as if a big family still lived there; she mowed her long yard her-
self until she was well into her seventies. If my grandmother had to be hos-
pitalized, she would be too sick to care what she was wearing. 
The second telling incident occurred the summer Great-aunt Vera 
died of hepatitis, a death which could have been prevented with prompter 
medical attention. Vera's daughter Anita and daughter-in-law Claudia 
ordered funeral flowers from the House of Flowers, where I worked the 
summer after high school graduation. Anita was employed as a bank 
teller; Claudia was a production worker at the potato chip factory; Great-
uncle Ray drew social security. Nonetheless, Vera's family bought a fine 
floral wreath, spray, and coffin blanket, spending more money than even 
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my boss's guilt-inducing sales techniques could explain. ("This is your last 
chance to show how much you loved your mother," she told bereaved cus-
tomers.) I recalled Vera's tiny white house and her common-issue house 
dresses. I wondered if she had ever seen so many red roses other than at a 
relative's funeral. Certainly, I didn't recall the House of Flowers delivering 
any potted mums to her room at the hospital. 
Some years later, it fell into place: the packed suitcase, the costly red 
rose blanket, the fine granite stone bought and carved decades before it 
was needed, the proudly displayed newspaper articles. According to my 
grandmother, as a child she survived on bread and coffee for breakfast and 
the lunch and soup for supper. On Sunday there was sausage. By the time 
my grandmother was ten, she had quit school to earn money cleaning 
houses, a job she kept until she married at twenty-six. My German grand-
father's low-paying jobs cutting weeds at the railroad or pruning rose 
bushes at Kephardt's Greenhouse provided necessities but little more. As a 
result, my father's people were financially and emotionally stingy: gifts 
were few and always practical (my grandmother gave me a white blouse 
every Christmas); physical or verbal expressions of love and approval 
rarely came. ("What do you want those high grades for? There's nothing 
wrong with being average," my grandmother once told me when I showed 
her my report card.) I suspect that it was best to protect the heart when 
loved ones could die so cruelly and unexpectedly. Yet, when life's one cer-
tainty arrived, my father's people spent easily and unstintingly on new 
suits; dimpled, satin-lined coffins; and ostentatious displays of orange glad-
iolas trailing slick, gold-lettered ribbons: MOTHER, IN LOVING RE-
MEMBRANCE. If death approached with warning, one reveled in it, wear-
ing new nightgowns, dusting oneself with talcum powder, wondering how 
many cars with headlights shining in the middle of the morning would 
caravan to Aspen Grove for the burial, imagining the unabashed declara-
tions of love. 
A birth only merited a single line in the Hawk-Eye; a marriage or a 
death of natural causes, two paragraphs; but a violent or untimely death 
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merited an entire column, and one's family was famous for a day. While a 
new daughter-in-law, a new grandson would be there next week, the newly 
dead would not: wakes and funerals provided the first and last opportunity 
to display one's love toward one's beloved. Thus, such last rites as spending 
an entire paycheck on perishable blossoms and rolls of colored film, such 
last rites as shaping the details of death into a memorable story were to en-
act what did not need to be said: that death was the one celebration, the 
one extravagance in a life spent making do. 
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~ Jamie and I picked fragile, split cicada skins from the trunk of the 
locust tree and shook them into an old, dented kettle. I added pretend 
water from the dry pump and set the kettle on the covered well, our cook 
stove. My brother stirred the soup with a stick. It was almost ready. 
My grandmother Knopp sat on her back step, waiting for the pot to 
boil. Her arm was bent at the elbow, and she held her forearm stiff in the 
air so that the pulled-tight blister on the little finger side of her wrist would 
not touch anything. It was the largest blister I had ever seen. In fact, if you 
put together everyone of your heel blisters rubbed to fullness by new 
shoes and everyone of your chicken pox blisters before they oozed, you 
would know how big this blister was. 
My grandmother said that my brother and I could not touch her blister. 
She did not want to do violence to it by forcing it before its time, since a 
popped blister takes longer to heal than one that drains in its own time. I 
imagined gently placing my forefinger on the fine, translucent membrane 
and feeling the water within pressing back. But Jamie wasn't content to 
imagine. He said that he needed to actually touch the blister before he 
could know that it wasn't just another bunion. But you didn't have to 
touch a blister to know how it differed from a bunion. Red knots so dis-
torted my grandmother's feet that I couldn't bear to look when she slipped 
off her shoes. I did not need to touch her bunions to know that they were 
covered by regular, flesh-colored skin and were hard enough to split shoe 
seams - or to cause my grandmother to seek relief by splitting her shoe 
seams with a knife. My grandmother said that she had bunions now be-
cause as a child she wore shoes that were too tight. Then it did not occur 
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to me to ask if her too-tight shoes had been a fashion statement, like the 
bound, lotus feet of Chinese women, or if her parents couldn't afford to 
keep her in shoes that fit. Either way, aching, leather-splitting bunions 
were her body's revenge. But a blister is too soft to split anything open, and 
so its revenge is a passing thing - a brief, tender protest against ill-fitting 
shoes. You needn't touch either a blister or a bunion to know these things. 
Jamie said that, yes, he understood the difference between skin cover-
ings, but what he really wanted to know was what was inside of the blister. 
My grandmother and I had told him at least three hundred times that blis-
ters are full of water. Besides, anyone with eyes can see that blisters are 
translucent, which means that they are not filled with blood or pus or 
bones but with water. My brother said that you could see through air, too, 
and it filled thin skins like the bubbles we blew from Bazooka bubblegum 
and flattened against each other's faces. He said that all he wanted was just 
one touch so that he could know what was inside. If my mother had been 
there, she would have said that my brother was being "difficult." 
Sometimes I was content not to know what was inside. I loved explor-
ing in my grandmother's kitchen cupboards and the back porch chest of 
drawers. My favorite finds were the pair of World War II-era Japanese 
plates on which women in kimonos flanked twelve-month calendars; my 
father's ocarina; a shoebox containing every Crackerjack prize that my 
grandmother had ever won; a canceled postcard bearing a sepia and white 
photograph of a port in Stavanger, Norway, sent by a long gone relative. 
But I knew that some spaces were better left unexplored. I did not, for in-
stance, want to see my grandmother's cellar that you entered through a 
pull-up door in the back porch floor. The cellar scared me because there 
was no way out if someone shut the door and turned the bar of wood that 
functioned as a lock while you were down there. And the electric pump 
was in the cellar. Shortly after someone flushed the toilet or washed a 
sinkful of dishes, the pump pistons thumped so frantically and noisily that 
they shook the whole house and made my heart pound. If the pump had 
gone off while I was in the cellar, I would have exploded with fear. If when 
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the pump went off before I had clambored up the cellar steps and found 
the door bolted, I would have died right then and there. But my grand-
mother was fearless: it didn't bother her to shower in her dark, dank cellar; 
nor did it bother her that midway through her shower the pump pounded 
as it drew more water from the well. My grandmother said that even if 
she had a bathtub upstairs she wouldn't have used it, since bathing left 
you weak. 
Once after Jamie and I covered ourselves with mud while overwater-
ing my grandmother's zinnias and bachelor buttons she insisted that we 
shower. But even with her protection I wouldn't have descended those cel-
lar steps for anything. Eventually my grandmother gave into my protests. 
She rinsed the mud off our arms and legs with the garden hose; then she 
dragged a metal tub from the cellar to the back porch and filled it with 
dishpans full of warm water for us to bathe in. I knew that I had created a 
hardship for her, but my fear for my own safety concerned me more. 
Neither did I want to climb the winding stairs that led to the two little 
bedrooms beneath my grandmother's sloping roof. Since these rooms 
were not heated, they were painfully cold in the winter; since there was 
only one window in the front room and a high, tiny window propped 
open with a framed photograph of Dean Martin on the staircase, these 
rooms were oppressively hot in the summer. I suspect that my father 
and my uncle headed downstairs to the big kitchen - warm in the winter 
and airy in the summer - as soon as their alarm clock sounded. No ten 
o'clock scholars, there. 
Eventually, my parents moved my father and uncle's twin beds out of 
the attic bedrooms and into the bedroom that my two brothers shared at 
our home. My uncle's bed was intact, but some of the rungs were missing 
from the headboard on my father's bed. Torn out during nightmares, he 
said. If I had to sleep in the same house where wakes were held for dead 
relatives, I would have had nightmares, too. If I had to sleep in the same 
room as the little door, I would have had nightmares, too. This door was 
so short that even a ten year old had to stoop to pass through it. Beyond 
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the short door was a dark crawl space near the eaves. My grandmother 
said that if you crawled between instead of on the beams, you would fall 
through the kitchen ceiling and break your neck. Once I watched with 
uneasiness as my father sat shallow tins of poison in the crawl space for 
creatures whose movements weren't restricted to the beams. Unless you 
were a mouse, there was no way out of the crawl space or the cellar if 
someone shut the door and slid the bolt while you were still within. Some 
of my worst nightmares as an adult involve being lost in a dark, dank cel-
lar or crammed in an attic behind a tiny shrinking door. These dreams 
have their origin - or at least received their form - in that house. 
Nor did I want to look in the pair of tall, blue, leather-bound volumes 
about the World Wars. Because my German grandfather fought for the 
Americans against his own homeland in World War I, because my uncle 
served in the navy during World War II, and because my father served in 
Korea immediately following the Korean War, my grandmother kept the 
war books on the place of honor: the stand in her living room where she 
kept her Bible and her photo albums. The one time I looked inside one of 
the war books I found pictures of veterans displaying their bandaged 
stumps or the puckers that marked the spot where bullets or shrapnel had 
once been embedded. I never opened either book again. 
Nor did I want to see inside my grandmother's only closet. Behind her 
rack of clothes I might have found the suitcase that she kept packed with 
her best nightclothes and toiletries for that unknown hour when she had 
to be hospitalized for an undoubtedly fatal illness. Or I might have found 
the eyes, arms, and legs that had been removed from the soldiers pictured 
in the war books. Or I might have found the ghosts of my grandmother's 
brother Johnnie, who drowned as a teenager; of her mother, Jensena; her 
sister Edna; her sons, Ned and Bob; her husband, David. 
As Jamie was contemplating the differences between bunions and blis-
ters, Dell Tinsley, Sr., emerged from his little house carrying his hoe over 
his shoulder. Before Dell, Sr., came to stay with his son and daughter-in-
law, who lived in the farmhouse next to my grandmother's, his little house 
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had been a one-car garage. Before that it had been a tool shed. That shed 
is nice on the inside, my grandmother said. It's a home. 
I wanted to see the inside of Dell, Sr.'s, shed. I planned that one day 
while he was hoeing his beans and Marge and Dell, Jr., weren't home, I 
would drag the silver Gustafson's Dairy milk box away from my grand-
mother's back step to a spot beneath one of the high, tiny windows 
(though not the window above Dell, Sr.'s, marigold bed, since I didn't 
want to crush his flowers), stand on the box on my tiptoes, and peek in his 
window. I imagined that his bed was narrow and neat, the quilt and sheet 
folded back like a straight hem beneath the plumped pillow, and that his 
few dishes were drying in the drain rack. Perfect order. 
In the meantime, I contented myself with the exterior of Dell, Sr.'s, 
little house, which looked homey to me. It was covered with fake red brick 
and black mortar siding; the stove-pipe rose straight from the corner of the 
flat roof. On the window sill between the parted hand towel curtains stood 
a Pepsi bottle filled with cut marigolds. Beneath that window was his bed 
of marigolds bordered by fist-sized rocks. Even now, one whiff of that wild, 
penetrating marigold scent and I am standing outside of Dell, Sr.'s, shed, 
where the contrast of the bright gold and red crinkled blossoms against the 
dark red and black siding pleased me. It was with Dell, Sr.'s, marigolds 
that I learned to squeeze the firm receptacle that binds the dozens of gold 
petals (ray flowers at the edge, disk flowers within) until it splits. Then the 
petals can be removed in a roll, pulled apart, and strewn onto the grass 
like splinters of gold. Where the petals join the stalk is the ovary, contain-
ing the seeds that Dell, Sr., harvested at summer's end. 
My grandmother said that Dell, Jr., thought that his father had become 
so forgetful that he would lose track of where he was going and wander 
onto the train tracks downhill from his garden. There he would be ripped 
to shreds by the California Zephyr. When is Dell, Sr., ever addle-brained, 
my grandmother asked. And ifhe is, why would he wander onto the tracks 
instead of into the woods in back of the garden or up on Roosevelt Avenue 
where people don't stop for nothing, as my grandmother said each time 
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she returned from crossing the highway to get her mail. If Dell, Jr., was so 
worried about his father, maybe he should build a high fence between his 
property and the railroad right-of-way. Or maybe he could tether Dell, Sr., 
to a stake. Or maybe he could send him to one of those homes where old 
people lie in bed all day while they wait to die. Then Dell, Jr., could park 
his car in the shed instead of on the gravel drive. But if Dell, Sr., was taken 
away, my grandmother asked, who would keep the garden picked clean of 
weeds and the peas so nicely tied up? If Dell, Sr., was taken away, I asked, 
who would save marigold seeds each fall and plant them the following 
spring? My grandmother, brother, and I sat in silence. 
My grandmother shrieked. I jumped. Dell, Sr., is on the tracks! No! 
Trickles of water were running down my grandmother's forearm! "Now 
you've done it," she said to my brother. The blister sagged and folded, a 
loose, sad flap of skin. My grandmother continued to hold her arm bent 
and stiff in the air. With an open wound, she had even more to protect. 
My brother still held his soup-stirring stick. I wanted to slug him for all the 
times I had to roll pink strings of Bazooka bubblegum from my face after 
he flattened one of my prize bubbles. I wanted to slug him for not caring 
that Dell, Sr., might be taken away and that marigolds would no longer 
bloom outside the red and black shed. But mostly I wanted to slug him 
hard for not honoring the beauty of a pulled-tight blister. 
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~ I grew up believing in the geographical presence of the frontier. 
With at least one western on television every night of the week (Rawhide, 
The Virginian, Have Gun Will Travel, Gunsmoke, Bonanza), such a belief 
was easy. Many summers Great-aunt Pertsie took me fifty miles down the 
Mississippi River from her home in Keokuk, Iowa, to visit Huck Finn and 
Tom Sawyer's hometown of Hannibal, Missouri. As I stood in the bed-
room where Huck had once slept (or so the sign said), I imagined just how 
easy it was to climb out the window some night while the Widow Douglas 
and Miss Watson were asleep and "light out for the territory." I wasn't 
aware how much the land that Huck called "the territory" had changed in 
the 120 or so years that had passed between his childhood and mine. I only 
cared that Huck wasn't much older than me and had grown up near my 
bend in the river. "Lighting out" was a possibility for me, too. Even greater 
promises that the frontier or territory still existed in all its glory rippled 
just beneath the surface in my grandfather's autobiographical stories. 
To me, my Grandpa Parris was the archetypal American. In terms of 
white history, his people were old-timers in this country. Supposedly the 
villainous Reverend Samuel Parris of Salem, Massachusetts, witch trial 
fame was our kin, so my grandfather's people had been on this side of the 
Atlantic at least as early as 1692. My grandfather's oral family history did 
not extend back as far as Samuel Parris, yet he did speak of a great-grand-
mother whose name I no longer remember who was born in Kentucky in 
the 183os. Just like Daniel Boone, my grandfather's people, who probably 
did not know the definition of either "manifest" or "destiny," drifted west 
through the Cumberland Gap to Kentucky and then across the Missis-
sippi. Boone finally settled in St. Charles, Missouri, the western edge of 
civilization in 1798, and remained there until his death in 1820. The Par-
rises settled north and west near Edina and Memphis, Missouri. 
One of the few keepsakes I possess from my grandfather's youth is a 
pre-Depression era photo: his solemn farmer father, Jesse Parris, and 
his sharp-faced mother, Sarah Hatfield Parris (rumored to be kin of the 
feuding Hatfields of Logan County, West Virginia), sit self-consciously 
on straight-back chairs in the middle of a pasture. Clustered about them 
are their thirteen children, all of whose curious names I remember: Es-
line, Ethel, Bernadine, Velna Lee, Basil, Alfie ("Whitey"), Adrian, Leela, 
LeRoy, Mildred, Paul, George, and my grandfather, Arthur Edgar ("Red" 
because of his hair color). I suspect that Jesse, an illiterate, lay Baptist 
preacher rumored to know the Bible by heart, had just held church under 
a nearby shade tree, because the family seems Sunday stiff and polished. 
The wind blows their hair, neck ties, and skirts. No one smiles. My grand-
father is lean, straight, and roguishly handsome, looking out at me with 
my mother's eyes. 
The details I know of my grandfather's early years are scant. He was 
born June 15, 1907, near Ottumwa, in south-central Iowa, though he grew 
up near Edina, Missouri. His mother, Sarah, forced him to quit school fol-
lowing eighth grade, to relinquish to her all the money he'd saved for high 
school, and to find a job to help support the family. So every Sunday 
evening he rode his horse to his uncle Milton's farm near Ottumwa, and 
every Friday evening he rode home for the weekend. He also became 
quite deft with needle and thread, mending and stitching clothing for the 
younger children. The last part of this story I do not doubt. I recall my 
grandfather's thick hands basting a hem in one of my school dresses when 
I was in kindergarten. 
When my grandfather could leave home, he and Whitey headed for 
Wyoming in a Model A, a long journey my grandfather measured not in 
miles or hours but in the number of tires he had to change - about one 
every twenty miles, he said. When he first arrived in Cheyenne, he was so 
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broke that to get cash fast he solicited magazine subscription money from 
customers who would never receive a single issue. If the Wyomingites had 
enough money to spare on something as frivolous as magazines, they ob-
viously had more money than he did. Just a little sharing of the wealth, my 
grandfather might have reasoned. Shortly thereafter he obtained a job as a 
ranch hand. I never saw him on a horse, but in my mother's stories he was 
a capable horseman who believed one should never break but "gentle" a 
green horse into submission. 
My grandfather's rambling fever broke for a while, and he returned 
to Edina. For entertainment he went to dances in Keokuk just north of 
the Iowa-Missouri border with the eldest Whitaker girl, Edith Pearl, or 
"Pertsie," as my mother would one day rename her. But one night Pertsie 
stood him up, and rather than go to the dance alone he asked her younger 
"tomboy" sister, Viola Mae, to be his partner. By the end of the evening, 
he'd proposed marriage. Two weeks later they stood before the justice of 
the peace in Kahoka, Missouri, August 3, 1932. 
But they didn't settle down. My grandfather was too much the vaga-
bond. He owned a red dump truck and took hauling work wherever he 
could find it. Despite the Depression, he always worked, though never for 
very long in the same place. In 1<)42 my grandfather took a correspon-
dence course in reading blueprints and because of the war demand was 
immediately hired at the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant in Burlington, 
Iowa. Thereafter he was a member of what he judged to be the world's 
greatest brotherhood, the International Association of Bridge, Structural 
and Ornamental Iron Workers (his union pin from Local 45 is safe in my 
jewelry box). I believe he chose this trade partly because iron workers fol-
lowed the jobs and so weren't bound by permanent addresses. He, my 
grandmother, and my mother could drift from one rental property to the 
next in the south-central Plains without being called shiftless. But my 
mother was not as content with the arrangement. She still regrets that no 
sooner did she settle into a new school and neighborhood than it was time 
to leave. 
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Like one of his heroes, Daniel Boone, my grandfather's occupational 
choice created a contradiction. Boone led settlers into Kentucky and then 
fled from the farms and villages he had helped create. "Which was the 
real Boone," asks historian Henry Nash Smith, "the standard-bearer of civ-
ilization and refinement, or the child of nature who fled into the wilder-
ness before the advance of settlement?" My grandfather profited from 
building grocery stores, oil refineries, and the other structures of an in-
creasingly urban and industrial society, but once the job was finished he 
fled too. 
Despite the great distances my grandfather covered, he eventually met 
his past. "He never set foot in a town where he didn't know someone," my 
grandmother always said. I saw this proven time and again. When I was 
eight, my grandparents took Jamie and me on a car trip through the 
Ozarks. Somewhere in Arkansas, as we were passing through a one-cafe 
town, my grandfather suddenly pulled off the Main Street IHighway. "I 
believe I know that feller over there," he said. We sat on the curb and 
waited while my grandfather and his friend reminisced about tall bridge 
girders. 
Iron working was my grandfather's frontier - the point of contact be-
tween old world and new; between the known and unknown; between 
civilized and wild. He was born thirteen years after Frederick Jackson 
Turner declared the geographical frontier dead in his 1893 address "The 
Significance of the Frontier in American History." This passing was noth-
ing to take lightly since in Turner's words it was "the existence of an area 
of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settle-
ment westward" that explained our development as a nation and that 
was responsible for our most striking national traits: "that coarseness and 
strength combined with acquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of 
mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, 
lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless ner-
vous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and evil, and 
withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom." What 
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would become of us, people once must have wondered, without the pres-
ence of a geographical frontier? 
Though my grandfather probably never heard of Turner, he would have 
bought the historian's idea that the frontier was a repository for restless 
souls like himself who could not adjust to the settled ways of an older, more 
"civilized" society. Like Daniel Boone, my grandfather needed to know 
that there were still wild tracts to be claimed and tamed. Like Huckleberry 
Finn, my grandfather needed to know that he could steer clear of society, 
only returning to the shore when he needed a little taste of civilization. 
In my grandfather's mythology, Iowa was civilization: the laws more 
sensible; the driver's license more respected; the people more level-
headed; the state song more singable; the schools more rigorous as he and 
my grandmother learned when they transferred their daughter from an 
Iowan to a Texan elementary and found her far ahead of her classmates. 
My grandfather was proud to be from such a civilized locale, yet it was no 
place he wanted to stay. His frontier was a high beam where he danced 
with the rivet bucket in one American city after another. So he restlessly 
dragged his little family outward and back in a wavelike pattern which 
continued until my mother entered high school and Keokuk, Iowa, be-
came the Parris's permanent home base. But my grandfather rested in the 
knowledge that if things ever became too unbearable, like Huck he could 
"light out for the territory ahead of the rest." 
When I was seven, eight, and maybe nine, my grandfather and I devel-
oped a mutual fantasy, inspired by how we imagined Daniel Boone and 
other frontiersmen to have lived. We would leave civilization and build a 
one-room log cabin in the woods near the Mississippi River. My grand-
father would quit work; I would quit school. He would fish, hunt, and 
chop wood; I would raise vegetables and tend to the goats and chickens. 
No rules or laws could bind either of us for we were beyond their reach. 
So, too, our cabin home would be beyond the reach of time. In the fan-
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tasy I was older and bosomed. My grandfather was younger and sported a 
heavy, black beard (highly improbable given his red hair and light blue 
eyes). I hadn't a pair of shoes to my name since it was always summer 
where we lived and besides, there was no place we wanted to go that re-
quired such amenities as a shaved face or shod feet. 
For years, I searched for such a place, usually from the car window as I 
rode over old Highway 61 (now the scenic Great River Road) between 
Burlington and Keokuk with my parents or grandparents. I yearned to dis-
cover places wild enough for our cabin in the bluffs between Montrose 
and Galland. I searched for authenticating signs: a skyline unbroken by 
grain silos and roof tops; no general store within an easy distance; no beer 
bottles along the highway; no highway. What I really hoped for was a 
glimpse of an Indian slipping through the woods: such a presence would 
go farther than any absence in confirming the place. But the last Sauk and 
Fox had been removed from our part of the state in 1836, and every inch of 
land had long been claimed and tamed by white folks. I wondered if, like 
Brigham Young, who led the persecuted Latter-Day Saints by foot across 
the frozen Mississippi from Nauvoo, Illinois, to Montrose, Iowa, and then 
to points west, if I would have to cover over a thousand miles before I 
would find the place that matched my dream. Sometimes I wondered if 
the "territory" really existed. 
Eventually I realized that if the frontier still existed, and ifI were to find 
it, I would have to go to one of those regions on the map yet uncluttered 
with red lines and black names. Geographically, this meant spots in west-
ern Nebraska, the Dakotas, Wyoming, Montana, Canada, and Alaska. But 
my grandmother's family's origin stories told me there was no place as wild 
or as western as Oklahoma. There was no more fitting family for my 
grandfather to have married into. 
My great-grandfather Henry Cornelius Whitaker was born in Dallas 
City, Illinois, to Thomas, a tenant farmer, and Sarah, a midwife whose last 
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name I do not know. All that I know of Henry's early life is what my grand-
mother tells me: that his father and older brothers mined coal in southern 
Illinois (two boys died in the mines; one boy committed murder and was 
never seen again, though he sent letters home from Canada); for a while 
they lived in Pana, Illinois, about fifty miles southeast of Springfield (did 
they mine coal there or is that where they took refuge after so much 
tragedy?); for a while they lived in Dallas City, Illinois, from which point 
they crossed the Mississippi to the rich bottomlands of Montrose, at that 
wide, graceful bend in the river so layered in family and national history 
that to go there now is to lose myself in the past. As a young man, Henry 
lived a drifter's life, working a series of odd jobs which carried him south 
to Indian Territory (Oklahoma). There he took a job punching cattle. 
In 1892 Myrtle Melvinia ("Millie") Foster's family left their home some-
where near Pekin, Illinois, for the promise of free land in Indian Territory. 
They were already established in the region (improbable stories of my 
great-grandmother's precocious childhood encounters with Indians per-
meate the family mythology) when Henry arrived. My great-grandparents 
met at a beauty contest in which Millie won first prize. When her box 
lunch was placed on the block at the auction that followed, Henry read 
his name on it. By keeping his finger on the trigger of his six-shooter, he 
warned away any other contenders. Millie and her lunch were his. 
My great-grandmother rode side-saddle to the wedding ceremony. Car-
rie Nation's husband, David, performed the rite. My great-grandmother 
ran the chuck wagon, slept in the back of the wagon with her cowboy 
husband, and delivered several babies on the open prairie (the eldest, Su-
san, died of whooping cough) near Seiling, Oklahoma. According to my 
grandmother's story, Millie left her family, saddled up her horse, and 
staked a claim for her little family. The log cabin that Millie and Henry 
built on this claim burnt down. But their dugout cave was warm and fire 
proof. 
One day Henry disappeared, leaving Millie and the children alone. 
Somehow, Millie learned that he had returned to Keokuk and was work-
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ing at the Hubinger's cereal plant, where my grandfather would one day 
help construct a new addition to the factory. My grandmother said that 
she never learned why her father abandoned his family but suspected that 
Millie had gone "haywire" for a while, keeping company with another 
man ... or men. According to my grandmother, this wouldn't have been 
the first time such problems had arisen in her parents' marriage. Henry 
named his eldest son Coey Walter - the first name that of Henry's favorite 
Zane Grey character; Walter the name of the man down the road who 
Henry was sure had fathered the child. Mter Henry's disappearance, 
Millie contacted Henry's brother Willy, the Catholic bachelor, who found 
a way to bring Millie and the children to Keokuk. Then he ordered his 
brother to behave himself. Southwest of Keokuk at the confluence of the 
Des Moines and the Mississippi Rivers in that part of Iowa which dangles 
like an appendix into Missouri and should be part of Missouri judging by 
the more southern flavor of Lee County (named after the explorer Albert 
Lea but misspelled I believe to reflect more southern political alliances), 
Millie and Henry moved into a log cabin which still stands, though it 
is not recognizable as such after nearly a century's worth of additions 
and revisions. There, my great-grandparents raised seven children - Coey 
Walter ("Jibber"), James William ("Bill"); Orville Lafayette, Edith Pearl 
("Pearl" or "Pertsie"); Glenn Benjamin ("Ginger"), Viola Mae ("Mae"), 
Robert Cornelius ("Buster") - and lived out the rest of their days. 
Oklahoma still is the true west in my family. My Great-uncle Buster 
left Iowa for Oklahoma as a young man just as his father, Henry, had. 
Buster and his wife, Maxine, and their children and grandchildren (sev-
eral married Native Americans, adding to the frontier aura of the place) 
still live there. All but Buster belong to a wild-eyed, Holy Roller sect and 
are moved by the spirit to speak in tongues before each meal and with 
every change in the weather. Because Buster was the heathen in the fam-
ily and didn't particularly care for dinner table evangelizing, he lit out for 
the territory, too, driving a semi from Oklahoma City to Los Angeles for 
the Leeway company, an occupation that must have appealed to my grand-
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father, judging by the number of truck-driving friends he had and by the 
camaraderie between him and his brother-in-law. 
Everything I knew about the Oklahoma Whitakers convinced me they 
dwelt on the untamed edge. Buster and all his descendants lived in mo-
bile homes (as close to covered wagons as they could get?), drove pickup 
trucks, wore boots instead of shoes, bathed weekly. Once Buster called my 
mother to see if his straight-haired granddaughter Curly and her baby boy 
could "hide out" at our place. Apparently, Curly's husband tried to kill her 
every time he got drunk, which was often, and there was no place left for 
her to hide that he hadn't discovered. I do not recall how this was resolved, 
but Curly never moved into the extra room, and I never heard of any mur-
ders among my Oklahoma relatives. 
Every year at two or three o'clock on some August morning I was awak-
ened by cigarette smoke and knew Buster was waiting at the dining room 
table for the coffee to perk, while Maxine and a couple of their grand-
children slept in the camper truck. For the next several days, Buster enter-
tained us with comical, outrageous truck-driving stories; played Woody 
Guthrie songs on his guitar; and restricted Maxine's glossolalia to the bed-
room. When they felt they had outstayed their welcome (a few days after 
everyone else felt they had), they packed up and left without much adieu. 
Such civilities as announced arrivals and departures were our customs, 
not theirs. 
Once we came dangerously close to losing Great-aunt Pertsie and her 
life savings to the Holy Rollers in Oklahoma. It was the year Pertsie lived 
with my family while she relearned how to eat with silverware and negoti-
ate steps and corners following the removal of a large, benign brain tumor. 
Despite my father's extraordinary patience with my mother's kin, when 
Buster called asking if we could put Pertsie on a Greyhound and point it 
in the direction of Oklahoma City, my father's only words were "How 
soon and for how long?" A week into the visit, my mother was concerned: 
the bank had called to receive her approval on a large check my great-aunt 
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had written (this account bore my mother's name, too). The story devel-
oped (whether in Oklahoma or in Iowa, I cannot say) that Maxine had 
pressured my great-aunt to deliver her money and her soul to the Pente-
costals. The old stories were retold about Maxine taking Buster's pay-
checks, tithing first, then tending to the church's poor and, finally, to the 
needs of her own children with whatever money was left. My family was 
worried. Now that Pertsie was in the venomous jaws of these backwoods 
snake:-handlers, we'd never see her or her life savings again. 
My grandfather rose to the occasion. Even though his health was poor 
and his responses too slow and shaky for him to be driving, he announced 
that he'd go to the nether regions, fetch his sister-in-law, and restore order. 
It simply had to be done. But my great-aunt was more cognizant of who 
wanted her money and why than we had supposed and returned on the 
Greyhound of her own volition, every penny accounted for. 
When I was in high school my grandfather retired. His lungs were 
so badly scarred by a construction chemical and years of cigarette smok-
ing (he quit too late) that he was occasionally hospitalized for breathing 
difficulties, sometimes identified as asthma, sometimes as emphysema. 
My mother and grandparents felt it would be easier for my mother to su-
pervise my grandfather's medical care if they lived in the same town. So 
my grandparents left Keokuk, bought a tiny mobile home, and parked it 
on the acreage near Burlington to which my parents moved a few years 
after I graduated from high school. In some respects this was an ideal 
arrangement. My grandparents paid no rent and were nearby in case they 
became ill and needed help, and my grandfather could pass his long, 
empty days tending the horses, ducks, and sheep my parents kept. Occa-
sionally my grandfather got mad at my parents (his fiery temper and stub-
bornness worsened with age), threatened to put the wheels on his trailer, 
hook it to his pickup, and hit the road as though his body were still young 
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and potent enough, as if tall building skeletons or Wyoming vistas still 
needed cowboys like him. This avenue of escape, this possibility of light-
ing out for the territory yet again seemed to sustain him. 
It was more than his own poor health that kept my grandfather in 
place. He and my grandmother had little money. During the last decade 
of their working years my grandfather made excellent wages as a union 
iron-worker for the Fleur Corporation (based in St. Louis); my grand-
mother worked as a nurse's aide at the Graham Hospital in Keokuk. They 
had negotiated a deal with an absent, negligent landlord that if they paid 
the yearly taxes on his property, they could live in his house rent-free, fur-
ther reducing their expenses. To their daughter and grandchildren they 
gave generous gifts and sums of money; the rest they spent quickly, reck-
lessly. Because my grandparents had little in savings and had never owned 
property, they had little financial security once they retired. Despite their 
earlier prodigality, they could fit all their earthly possessions into their tiny 
trailer, which in turn could fit into an average living room with space to 
spare. 
Most of the time I liked being part of an extended family. Yet my par-
ents complained long and hard about the lack of privacy, and my grand-
mother complained even more about the cramped living space. Finally, 
my grandfather sold the trailer, and he and my grandmother moved 
through a series of apartments - at least one new address each year. My 
grandfather seemed most at home in their first apartment, nestled into a 
bluff above the Mississippi River. On his good days he and his dog, Duke, 
descended to the water's edge and chatted with the fishermen, some of 
whom I suspect he had met with before. But every apartment thereafter 
was dark and constricted with no fishermen or truck drivers or iron-workers 
around who could speak of "the territory." My grandfather began taking 
afternoon naps, and soon he was sleeping more than he was awake. The 
more enfeebled he became, the more he bullied others - firing medical 
doctors, cursing my grandmother over her minor inefficiencies, threaten-
ing his landlord with court action over a dripping faucet or loose wire. 
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Like Daniel Boone, who continued to trap and explore even as a 
rheumatic and nearly blind old man (legend has it that his wife, Rebecca 
Bryan Boone, aimed and fired the gun for him), my grandfather clung to 
his earlier "Wild West" experiences. With each retelling his stories be-
came more outrageous. Always he was the hero, saving a good horse from 
an ignorant owner or saving a book-smart, experience-poor foreman from 
hurtling to his death from some lofty structure like the Golden Gate 
Bridge. ("You've never been to San Francisco much less worked on the 
Golden Gate Bridge," my grandmother objected.) And with each retelling 
he assumed a taller, wiser, more heroic role. No longer did he merely 
glimpse Howard Hughes's face as he drove past the tool-and-die company 
in Oklahoma where my grandfather worked, but my grandfather actually 
stopped his reclusive boss and gave him advice . . . which, of course, 
Hughes took. The rest is history. 
During his first few months in the nursing home, my grandfather con-
tinued firing employees, swinging his cane at those nurses and aides he 
judged to be uncooperative, and enlarging his stories. But once he realized 
the nursing home was to be his final address and that there would be no fur-
ther opportunities to light out for the frontier, he became submissive and 
silent, which he only broke to ask some half-addled, half-pointed question. 
("Who are you here to visit?" he asked me one of the last times I saw him.) 
Finally, his only method of asserting his once virile self was by refusing to 
eat, and he did that with a vengeance, reducing himself to a skeleton. 
While my grandfather possessed some heroic traits, those who knew 
him best would agree that when viewed as the sum of his parts, he was not 
a hero. My mother, for instance, resented the nomadic existence she en-
dured most of her childhood because of her father's desire to stay unen-
cumbered. She speaks of having no place to call home, of spending 
Christmases in motel rooms, of changing schools so often that she began 
to wonder the point of making new friends yet again. 
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My mother says that her father's storytelling marathons so monopolized 
family time that it bordered on abuse: ''I'd want to tell about something 
that happened to me at school, but I'd have to keep quiet so he could talk 
about iron working and beer joints. In his eyes, Mom and I had nothing of 
value to say." My grandfather's stories were not told to delight or edify his 
audience or to hold them rapt. Rather, they were for his entertainment 
alone. Consequently, by the time I was in high school, whenever my 
grandfather began one of his narratives, his family stopped listening. Now 
I recall only a few stories from his large repertoire. Yet when I read Woody 
Guthrie's autobiography, Bound for Glory (1943), both the dialect ("Shore 
nuff?") and imagery ("a highly expert talker on all subjects in and out of 
this world") and the presentation of a wild, bawdy, and desperate under-
side of America made me feel that I was listening not to Guthrie, my 
grandfather's junior by six years, but to my grandfather. 
My grandfather was protective of his women, though in superficial 
ways. When he and I walked downtown, he always insisted on being on 
the street side to protect me from traffic, a holdover, he explained, from an 
earlier, wilder time, when ladies needed protection from the mud slung 
by passing horses or bullets fired when fights broke out. Once, when I 
came home from eighth grade while my grandparents were visiting, I 
mentioned that once again my classmate, Trent Bowen, had called me a 
bitch. My grandfather picked up the telephone to dial the police. Uttering 
such profanity in the presence of a female was intolerable, he said. My 
mother and I persuaded him to hang up the telephone by explaining that 
the police force would have to be increased one hundredfold if a com-
plaint were filed every time a teenage girl was called such a name. Yet 
when my mother, brother, and I lived with my grandparents during my 
kindergarten year, my grandfather felt no need to protect us from his own 
behavior all those times he came home from Howard Dunn's tavern 
loudly, staggeringly drunk. Nor did he protect or defend his sister, Velna 
Lee, when she was ostracized from the Parris family for speaking about 
the sexual relations her father forced upon her when she was a child. Nor 
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did my grandfather protect us from his narrow-mindedness. I recall the 
time he stopped at our house for a visit but refused to stay because a black 
acquaintance of my brother's was sitting at our dining room table. 
Yet, too, my grandfather let me know that what I did was valuable. 
Some days he picked me up from kindergarten and took me to the Cozy 
Corner for lunch - just the two of us. He proudly papered one entire wall 
in his dining room with my kindergarten art work and left it there until it 
literally fell off the wall. When I had an earache, he rocked me and sang 
Baptist hymns in his gruff, tuneless way. I treasure a pair of black and 
white photographs of him and me dated May 1958. In one picture, I 
am standing at the edge of his garden before a row of lettuce, a row of 
radishes, and four rows of the green onions he so loved. He is bent from 
the waist and watching me. In the next picture, my grandfather is helping 
me to pin wash clothes to a tiny clothesline that he has strung about two 
feet off the ground, one end tied to the same pole that supports my 
granny's big clothesline full of heavy laundry. My six-year-old daugh-
ter laughs hysterically at this picture. "How can a clothesline be so tiny?" 
she asks. 
Throughout my childhood, my grandfather promised that when I ran 
for the presidency I could count on his and the other ironworkers' votes. 
And my grandfather could fix anything - a broken radio, a torn dress, a 
broken heart. When my first boyfriend, Tim, left me and I was scheming 
out loud about ways to get him back, my grandfather told me a story about 
a farmhand whose boss let him go. Rather than begging for his job back 
and always being a charity case, the farmhand moved on. When I could 
not pay my tuition my last semester of college and risked not graduating, 
he and my grandmother depleted their meager savings account to clear 
my debts. Though he had only finished eighth grade, my grandfather was 
proud that I became a schoolteacher, a member of that brave sisterhood 
that had civilized the frontier. 
My grandfather's life story did more to help me locate "the territory" 
and work that zone of what Turner called "perennial rebirth" than he ever 
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realized. From his example I learned that one not only had to burn with 
the same passion he did, but one had to do what he could not: locate the 
frontier within the self instead of out there and redefine the nature of the 
experience, not as conquest but as encounter between tamed and un-
tamed edges. 
Just a few months before my grandfather's death in 1990 of an untreated 
bladder infection, I read about Thomas Everett Blasingame, America's 
oldest cowboy who worked up until the minute he felt sick, slid off his 
horse, laid down in a Texas pasture, and died at age ninety-one. A satisfy-
ing, well-timed exit, I believe. In his final thoughts my grandfather may 
have been lost in visions of all that he gave and denied. But I want to be-
lieve that when the end came, he lit out for the territory ahead of the rest 
one last time and that like Blasingame he, too, was gazing upon Hercules' 
starry form from atop a horse in some beefy western pasture or surveying 
the horizon from a high beam of the Golden Gate Bridge, beyond the 
reaches of time, commitment, and the influences of civilization. 
54 : Hearsay 
~ When I was a child, I wanted to fly. Not in airplanes, helicopters, 
hot-air balloons, or rockets but of my own volition - as birds and bats and 
butterflies flew. I was envious of their ability to fly out of harm's way at 
a moment's notice and their defiance of gravity's pull. But most of all I 
wanted to experience the sensation of flight - the lightness, the uplift of 
air first beneath my arms as I took off and then beneath my horizontal 
body. I wanted to roll, dive, rise, and bank. I didn't expect to fly above the 
clouds. But I did expect to skim the treetops, to roost on chimneys and 
steeples, and to glide above my earthbound classmates trudging to school, 
one foot in front of the other. I wanted to be above it all, even if that meant 
wind-blown hair, dry eyes, and bugs between my teeth. 
I flew in my dreams, so I knew something of sensation and possibility. 
In my dreams, my flight was perfect and effortless. I flew horizontally, 
stomach down, arms extended to the sides like wings, and nothing observ-
able propelling me forward. But during my waking state, I was grounded. 
I studied my mother's college ornithology text for clues as to how birds 
flew. I realized I had serious anatomical limitations to overcome: my 
bones weren't hollow and air-filled; I hadn't a system of air sacs for added 
buoyancy; I hadn't massive pectoral flight muscles; I hadn't the large sur-
face area of a pair of lightweight wings; and I was far from streamlined. 
Yet I had heard enough stories of humans who flew during their wak-
ing state to believe it was possible. The most haunting high flyers were 
Daedalus and Icarus, whom I read about in Childcraft. When Daedalus 
realized that there was no earthly means of escape from the enormous, 
complex labyrinth he had constructed, he fashioned two pairs of large 
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wings from feathers and wax and fastened them onto his and his son's 
shoulders. The movement of their arms would flap the wings. Daedalus 
and his son winged their way out of their island prison. But Icarus wasn't 
content with mere escape. He soared higher and higher until finally the 
heat from the near sun melted the wax holding his wings together. Icarus 
plunged into what is now called the Icarian Sea and drowned. 
I studied the Childcraft illustration of Daedalus crafting the wings 
more carefully than I did the text. Daedalus's scheme seemed workable. 
Birds molted; I simply had to gather their shed feathers. For the wing 
frames I would gather small, curved tree branches. To hold the feathers 
and "bones" together I would melt my crayons. But when I realized that 
the project required more feathers than my neighborhood birds would 
shed in several years, I turned my attention to other high flyers for inspira-
tion. I read that the Benedictine monk Eilmer of Malmesbury glided an 
entire furlong (about 220 yards) from the tower of Malmesbury Abbey in 
A.D. 1000 or thereabouts. He broke both legs in the landing, which ren-
dered him lame for life. Thereafter, he left the ground only in his prayers. 
The encyclopedia did not provide illustrations of Eilmer's wings, so I do 
not know if they were feathered like Daedalus's or if they were like the 
Devil's membranous bat wings. Neither did the encyclopedia provide il-
lustrations of the long white robe, pleated and folded to gather the wind, 
that the lunatic Turk of Constantinople wore in 1162. The Turk also glided 
a full furlong before he crashed to the ground and broke every bone in his 
body, including his neck. If these flyers and others like them had realized 
the stabilizing necessity of a tail, their brief, injurious flights would most 
likely have been longer, more glorious, and fatal. 
The Skrupa's Catholicism and television also supported my belief that 
humans could fly, with a little assistance. Guardian angels were pictured 
as plain old people with bird wings attached to their shoulder blades, per-
mitting them simultaneously to hover near and raise their benevolent 
hands above lost children. Jesus and Mary stood upright, their arms at 
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their sides as they floated up into heaven, their ascension fueled by noth-
ing but their faith and the lightness of their pure souls. Capes aided 
Superman and Batman. Samantha Stevens and her supernatural relatives 
were more flexible: sometimes they were aided by capes and broomsticks, 
but other times they took off with just a twitch of the nose or nod of the 
head. The desire to never grow up was all that Peter Pan and the Darling 
children needed to be airborne, though I read (in TV Guide, I believe) 
that aerial wires had created the illusion of flight in the Mary Martin tele-
vision movie version. Sunday School and television suggested that human 
flight and altruism were linked, though neither source was clear about 
cause and effect. Did human flight make charitable behavior possible, or 
was flight the reward for such behavior? I looked past the physical and 
spiritual aides and concluded that human flight was simply an instance of 
mind over matter. If Uri Geller could bend spoons just by thinking about 
it, I could fly. 
So I stood in my backyard, arms extended. I shut my eyes and tensed all 
my muscles, believing effort alone would vault me into the sky. Nothing 
happened. I didn't even hover. I stood in the loft window of Billy Ebbens-
meier's garage and concentrated hard: "Flyl Fly! Flyl" I commanded my-
self. I pushed off from the sill with my feet, flapped my arms frantically, 
and hit the ground with a heavy thud. For a few seconds I had been air-
borne, though that had more to do with the time it took a falling object to 
hit the ground than with my efforts to stay aloft. I tried more exotic incan-
tations, using words I learned from an ornithology text I found on my 
mother's bookshelf: "Primaries! Secondaries! Tertiaries! Flanks!" Another 
thud. "Axillars! Speculum! Alula! Keel!" Another thud. If will and effort 
alone mattered, I should have been soaring. But my body was becoming 
heavier, and the falls were not becoming any easier. I did not expect to fly 
as high as a condor (I read in the encyclopedia that an American condor 
had collided with an airplane at 20,000 feet) or as fast as a swift (an East 
Indian chimney swift was clocked at 200 miles per hour). I would have 
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settled for a leisurely glide, one city block at a time. But the closest I came 
to controlled flight was that fraction of a second in ballet class when my 
feet left the ground in a jete. 
When I was eleven, the world was filled with birds. Some were just be-
yond my reach, like the gentle pigeons that nested in the eaves outside my 
bedroom window or the sleek, smart city crows that taunted me from atop 
utility poles. But other birds literally dropped at my feet. On the streets I 
found bird husks: car-flattened sprays of feathers and guts, with beaks 
open in permanent surprise. Pink-skinned nestlings decomposed on the 
sidewalk, their stomachs bloated and their eyes bulging behind blue lids. 
A nest of chimney swifts fell onto the log holder in our fireplace, their des-
perate, hungry chirps alerting us to their presence. 
My mother lacked the common motherly abhorrence of the creaturely 
world. Whatever sick or orphaned birds my brothers, neighbors, or I 
brought to her doorstep, she willingly took in. A horned lark scampered in 
a cage in the dining room. A barn owl perished in a tall circular wire cage 
on our screened-in front porch. Robin fledglings strained to peer over the 
tops of cardboard boxes. Still-blind chimney swifts sprawled in a bath 
towel "nest," warmed by a heating pad and drinking Gerber's strained veal 
from an eye-dropper. My two bluejays, Blueberry and Puck, both or-
phaned by a neighborhood cat before they knew what their wings were 
for, had free rein: they perched on curtain rods, chair backs, or lamp 
shades; they rode about the house and yard on my shoulders, head or 
forefinger. But my father drew the line at our offering refuge to pigeons: 
they were filthy, lousy, and too abundant, good only for target practice, 
he said. 
Our object was to nurse these casualties through a vulnerable time in 
their lives and reintroduce them to their natural habitats. Many of our 
avian charges died, which meant I did not have to face returning them 
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into the wild. But for those we had raised from gangly nestlings to spirited 
fledglings to immature adults, release was inevitable. The most difficult 
release for me was that of Melody, the horned lark. We took her to friends' 
country home, near Oakville, Iowa, where hawks posed more of a danger 
than BB guns, domestic cats, or cars. We set her cage, her only real home, 
on the ground and opened the wire door. Melody was unmoved by the 
presence of a piece of ungrated sky, so my mother removed her from the 
cage. The little lark paused a moment in my mother's open palm, raised 
her tufts, leapt to the ground, and slipped into the brush. Our friends re-
ported spotting Melody near their house on several occasions, though I 
suspect that these comments were less statements of fact than attempts to 
ease my sense of loss and fears for Melody's safety. 
I doubted that Puck and Blue could make it on their own in the coun-
try since they had been hand fed all their lives. But the city was an even 
more hostile environment for tame birds. If I released Blue and Puck in 
town, chances were good that they would land on the shoulder or clothes-
line of an unsuspecting person who would be so frightened that he or she 
would call Animal Control. Neighborhood children envied my tame, mis-
chievous pets and threatened to steal them. IfI turned Puck or Blue loose, 
capture or violent death was a foregone conclusion. I hoped that the im-
pulse to use their wings for more than short trips would not get the better 
of them. 
Preparing orphaned birds for their eventual return home was not my 
only motive for tending to them: I expected them to reveal to me the se-
crets of flight. In my flight dreams there was no take-off or landing to ob-
serve because I was always airborne. I knew that if I was to fly while I was 
awake I would have to attend to these two crucial parts of the process. I ob-
served Blue's take-offs and landings carefully. To take flight, Blue opened 
his wings as he pushed off with his feet. Just before his wings were at full 
upstroke, he drew his legs into his body. To propel himself forward, he 
alternated between downstrokes and upstrokes. Coordination was every-
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thing. His landings were simpler. While his wings were up and his feet ex-
tended, he grasped a branch or my shoulder with his toes and then folded 
his wings. What was most essential in this process was that his wings 
opened as he pushed off. When Blue raised his wings he created enough 
air beneath them to press against and raise his body. With this knowledge 
I wanted to return to Billy Ebbensmeier's garage window. I would lift my 
arms as I pushed off the sill with my feet, then I would tuck my legs. If the 
breeze was with me I would hang in the air a few moments, perhaps even 
glide a furlong, before I lost altitude and struck the ground. But Billy was 
no longer my neighbor: his family had moved and so had mine. Even 
more, at almost-thirteen I wasn't interested in crashing to the ground and 
moaning from my injuries in front of my peers. 
By the end of the summer all of our birds had gone on to other homes. 
Puck had been cornered and killed by our two dachshunds. Legions of 
unnamed robins had been released without much adieu. The owl's in-
juries had been too extensive for our limited medical means. Only Blue 
remained, but with school in session he and I could no longer be constant 
companions. For the sake of safety and hygiene, he was confined to the 
basement. When I came home from school I did homework or wrote sto-
ries at my desk in the basement, while Blue crammed pennies, paper 
clips, bobby pins, buttons, and beer tabs between the pages of my books or 
perched on my shoulder and whetted his beak on my shirt. He was a 
raucous clown who entertained me by repeating the sounds he heard: 
chuckles, squeaks, rattles, cat calls, the wolf whistle, bob-bob-white, and a 
remarkable imitation of the washing machine. But it was flight, not mimi-
cry I was after. And Blue's wings had been all but clipped. 
Charles Rawson could repair a bird as well as he could repair a waffle 
iron. Ever since the Hawk-Eye carried a feature artic~e about his bird-
mending abilities, more of his day at Rawson's Electric Appliance Repair 
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was spent rewiring broken wings than tuning small engines. But unlike 
the radios, vacuum cleaners, and window fans people brought in, no one 
returned for these finished jobs. 
My mother, brothers, and I went to Rawson's Electric to buy a pair of 
the ringed turtledoves he bred. Mr. Rawson was in the middle of a deli-
cate repair job and asked if we could wait until he was finished. Then he 
returned to his work table, where he had been splinting the wing of a fe-
male cardinal with a piece of wood, strips of cloth, and white tape. 
While we waited we peered into the cages lining the front walls of the 
shop. A regal, one-winged hawk glared at us. A crow whose injuries I 
could not detect paced the floor of its cage. A house wren missing most 
of its tail scolded us. The sand-colored doves nodded toward each other, 
flashing their black neck crescents. Hoo-hrooo. Hoo-hrooo. Mr. Rawson 
disappeared into the back room with the splinted cardinal. An engine 
revved. I wondered if a grounded bird had to be charged or juiced if it was 
to fly again. When the electrician reappeared he released the sedate car-
dinal into a cage. She panted, too shocked even to notice the immobility 
of her wing. "Next week we remove the splint, give her a few days to exer-
cise her wings, and then off she goes," he explained, demonstrating her 
takeoff with his rough, greased-lined hand. 
Once at home we released our doves, Guinevere and Lancelot, into a 
spacious floor-to-ceiling dovecote my father had built in the basement. I 
dragged fallen tree limbs into the cage so Guin and Lance could perch 
upon real branches (they had perched on a broomstick at Mr. Rawson's 
shop), and I provided grass, twigs, hair, and yarn for their nest. Guin and 
Lance took turns incubating the pair of white eggs Guin had laid. I was a 
solicitous godmother because I planned to receive flight training along 
with little Perceval and Galahad - from the first stretch of their wings to 
flapping, gliding, and, best of all, turning. But the dovecote and our base-
ment ceiling precluded high flying. Even if it hadn't, my required pres-
ence at school meant that I probably wouldn't be there to witness the 
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babies' first takeoff. I was no closer to discovering the secret of flight than 
I had been. I was beginning to believe that I was only meant to fly in my 
dreams. 
Nineteenth- and twentieth-century dream theorists are of varied opin-
ions about the meaning of flight dreams, a common dream, I have since 
discovered. In 1877 L. Strumpell wrote that the flight dream is nothing 
more than the image the mind finds to be an appropriate interpretation of 
the stimulus produced by the rising and falling of the lungs. In the 1890S 
Morly VoId studied how the alteration of the position of the sleeper's 
limbs altered the contents of his dreams. "If we dream of a limb moving, 
then one of the positions passed through in the course of completing the 
movement invariably corresponds to the limb's actual position." In other 
words, we dream of flight when one of our limbs moves into a flightlike 
position as we sleep. In The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), Sigmund 
Freud confessed that he never experienced dreams "in which the dreamer 
finds himself flying through the air to the accompaniment of agreeable 
feelings." (I wonder, did Freud not fly in his dreams, or did he not find 
such dreams enjoyable?) Nonetheless, Freud offers a somewhat less me-
chanical explanation of flight dreams than either of his colleagues. He 
theorized that dreams of flying and falling "reproduce impressions of 
childhood; they relate, that is, to games involving movement, which are 
extraordinarily attractive to children." Every child, says Freud, has had an 
uncle who taught him how to fly by "rushing across the room with him in 
his outstretched arms ... Children are delighted by such experiences and 
never tire of asking to have them repeated especially if there is something 
about them that causes a little fright or giddiness. In later years they repeat 
these experiences in dreams; but in the dreams they leave out the hands 
which held them up, so that they float or fall unsupported." Freud argues 
with Strumpell and VoId that dreams of flying are entirely due to sensa-
tions produced by the movement of the lungs or the position of the limbs. 
62 : Flight Dreams 
"In my view the sensations are themselves reproduced as part of the mem-
ory to which the dream goes back: that is to say, they are part of the con-
tent of the dream and not its source." 
Other theories contain a grain of wisdom and a pound of foolishness. 
Wilhelm Stekel, for instance, saw death symbols in some flying dreams, 
since the dreamer sees herself suspended in the air like an angel or a 
ghost. I dismiss Stekel's theory because he does not realize that ghosts and 
angels are alive and empowered in ways that humans are not. Death sym-
bols, indeed. Alfred Adler considered flight dreams expressions of the de-
sire to dominate others. But I argue that at least for me, flight offers escape 
from rather than ascension in earthly hierarchies. The most curious ex-
planation of all for flight dreams comes from one of Freud's contempo-
raries, Paul Federn. He says that "a good number of these flying dreams 
are dreams of erection; for the remarkable phenomenon of erection, 
around which the ouman imagination has constantly played, cannot fail 
to be impressive, involving as it does an apparent suspension of the laws 
of gravity." If dreams of flight are about the defiance of gravity, I suspect 
it is the act of standing upright on two legs we marvel at, celebrate, and 
represent. 
The theories of other experts contain more wisdom. Some believe that 
because our subconscious harbors memories of our evolutionary heritage, 
dreams of flight might be a distant recollection of that time when our an-
cestors lived in trees and "flew" from one branch to another much like 
modern apes do. And so, while we sleep, we dream the evolution of our 
species: we float, swim, slither, fly, walk, and stand upright. C. C. Jung, 
the theorist in whom I place most stock, insisted that dreams reveal one's 
fears and desires rather than conceal them, as Freud maintained. The 
function of dreams, then, was to compensate for aspects of the dreamer's 
personality that had been neglected in her conscious life. Since birds are 
universal symbols of liberation or transcendence, to dream of flight is 
to dream of overcoming whatever oppresses one, be that too much time 
spent sitting in a too tightly structured elementary classroom or the socio-
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political sins of those who rule people and nations. And so Icarus's tragic 
flight wasn't motivated by hubris or foolishness, as is usually assumed. 
Rather, he was so enraptured by the liberation of his body and his mind 
that he climbed higher and higher, seeking more and more of a good 
thing. 
Some of these are plausible theories. When I dreamed of flight I was 
bestowing upon myself a power I did not possess in my daily, grounded 
life. Like my grandfather, I had found a way to move beyond what seemed 
oppressive or merely dull. My flight to the sun was wild and exhilarating. 
Why wouldn't a person want to fly? 
The flight dream never released· its grip on me. But the summer that I 
turned twelve, the dream would be transmuted from the desire for physi-
cal flight to more accessible methods of soaring above the earth. 
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~ During my twelfth summer, each excursion 1 made into the world 
of adults was followed by an even deeper retreat into myself. Learning 
about sex was one of those excursions. It began after a Little League base-
ball game, during which Jamie sat on the bench while 1 sat beneath a tree 
with my nose in a book - where it would be most of the summer. Joy 
Adamson's Born Free and Carson McCullers's A Member of the Wedding 
interested me much more than baseball. 
Mter the game, my mother, John, and 1 were in the car listening to the 
radio while Jamie and my father, the assistant coach, packed the equip-
ment. The disc jockey joked about the rhythm of a song he had just 
played (I remember neither the song nor the joke). He quipped that if the 
number of children they had was any measure, Bobby and Ethel Kennedy 
apparently had no rhythm at all. My mother found this amusing and ob-
served that ever since the debut of Rowan and Martin's Laugh-in (a risque 
television program she never missed), people could say anything on the air. 
When 1 asked her what was so funny, she tried explaining the rhythm 
method of birth control but realized it was futile since 1 knew so little 
about sex. She explained the mechanics of intercourse, a necessary pre-
requisite. What she described was worse than anything 1 could imagine. 1 
wanted to believe this notion of people touching each other with their pri-
vate parts wasn't true, just as 1 hadn't wanted to believe Walt Disney's "The 
Story of Menstruation," which the fifth-grade girls and their mothers had 
viewed in the Corse Elementary School gymnasium. 1 hadn't had a pe-
riod yet and wouldn't until the following summer just before my thir-
teenth birthday, but some of my friends had them, and certainly my 
mother did; I had seen the evidence in the wastebasket. Menstruation, the 
first awful thing "they" had planned for my body, would eventually hap-
pen to me. So, too, this other, graver abomination. My only consolation 
was that when McCullers's Frankie Addams heard about sex from her 
friends she too had been horrified: "They were talking nasty lies about 
married people." But I knew my mother wasn't lying. The awkward and 
messy system she had described was too outlandish for anyone to have 
made up. It had to be true. 
Nonetheless, I hated my mother for telling me about sex, and I hated 
her for participating in it. I knew my parents had touched each other with 
their sexual organs four times because there were three of us and one mis-
carriage. It was a sacrifice they had to make, I supposed, but it was a 
sacrifice I didn't want to think about anymore. 
During that same summer my family moved from our tiny Cape Cod 
on Marietta Street in a part of town that was becoming increasingly seedy 
to a California bungalow in a more elegant and stable neighborhood on 
South Main Street, halfway between downtown and the city parks - a 
physical change that coincided with and perhaps emphasized the mysteri-
ous inner changes I was experiencing. 
This move represented a full step up the socioeconomic ladder in 
Burlington, though I knew nothing of socioeconomics at that time. I only 
knew that my father did not park the noisy, beat-up '55 Chevy he drove to 
the railroad yards each day in our garage or on the street in front of our 
new house. Instead, he parked a few blocks away on Sweeney Street and 
stealthily walked home in his dirty overalls and heavy work boots, lunch 
bucket in hand. He said he didn't want our new neighbors to know that 
the decrepit green monster belonged to us when he fired it up at 6:15 in 
the morning. A temporary arrangement, he assured us, until he could af-
ford a newer, quieter second car, the '64 Volkswagen bug which he did 
park in the garage: a clear sign to me that we had moved up in the world. 
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My mother was convinced that our new house was haunted, and my 
brothers and I believed her. My father just shook his head at her "ghostly" 
convictions, but she did have reasons for them. Sometimes the doorbell 
rang, though no one was there. My parents' bedroom door slammed shut 
for no visible reason, scaring us silly. At night we heard strange rustlings. 
It couldn't be the previous owners, the Huffmans, who were haunting 
us. They were divorcing and eager to be rid of anything that attested to 
their life together. Besides, they weren't dead. Most likely, my mother ex-
plained, our ghosts were Mr. and Mrs. Bresslau, who had moved into the 
house as newlyweds and lived there the rest of their lives. According to our 
neighbor, Mr. Palmberg, Mrs. Bresslau had died in one of the upstairs 
bedrooms (not mine; that had been her sewing room). Mr. Bresslau had 
closed the upstairs following her death and converted the dining room 
into his bedroom, where he slept alone for several years. The first time 
that anyone other than the housekeeper saw Mr. Bresslau following his 
wife's death was the day they carried his corpse out. Just what had he 
been doing alone shut up in that house those final years, Mr. Palmberg 
wondered. 
My mother was convinced the Bresslaus meant us no harm. They 
merely wanted to remain where they had spent so many years together. 
Sometimes my mother talked to our ghosts, thanking Mr. Bresslau for in-
stalling indoor plumbing, asking Mrs. Bresslau for permission to replace 
the venetian blinds with sheer drapes; or to replace the gold and red floral 
carpet strips, whose seams had worn away, with thick, green shag carpet-
ing; or to remove the wooden door that separated the kitchen from the 
dining room so air could circulate. Apparently, Mrs. Bresslau granted her 
leave, because gradually the house became lighter, airier, ours. 
Until the summer I turned twelve, reading was required and rewarded 
either by my teachers or by my participation in the summer reading pro-
gram at the Burlington Public Library. That summer my reasons for read-
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ing changed. Those of us entering junior high in the fall were no longer 
eligible for the summer reading program, but I continued to read partly 
because I had no friends in my new neighborhood. I missed the Skrupas 
terribly, but even if they had still lived near us, I doubt that I would 
have wanted to climb trees or build clubhouses with Nancy and Donny. 
Play pulled me outside of myself at a time when my energy and atten-
tion were increasingly being drawn inward. That spring, even before we 
moved, it hadn't been noisy, sweaty games with the younger kids that filled 
my days but shady afternoons on the Skrupas' front porch with Eileen and 
Theresa talking about The Patty Duke Show, the Beany Malone books, 
and Connie Clausen, the high school girl across the street who surprised 
us with a new boyfriend, a new hair color nearly every week. 
After we moved I was drawn inward even farther. What I found inside 
was emptiness. Whether it was new or never before recognized, I cannot 
say. But I felt as hollow as a gourd in December. It wasn't playing I craved 
but companionship. Yet I had grown so shy and uncertain that the very 
notion of scouting the neighborhood for girls my age and boldly asking 
them to go bike riding in the park with me or downtown on the bus for a 
matinee at the Capitol Theater made my stomach roll. So I stayed horne 
and read. Not because it was required. Not because it was rewarded. But 
because I was lonely (though seldom alone) and because the summer days 
stretched as long before me as a winter shadow. Reading was an always ac-
cessible, always successful type of flight. 
I wasn't in danger of running out of things to read. Great-aunt Florence 
had belonged to the Book-of-the-Month Club from sometime during 
World War II until sometime during the Vietnam War. She delivered 
crates of hardback books for my mother and me. Few were what I would 
now classify as "literature." For the most part they were just books. Yet 
each crate I opened was a Crackerjack box chock full of prizes: Romance! 
War! Travel! Mystery! Biography! Nature! Humor! Some books, such as 
John Hershey's Hiroshima and The Wall, were what my mother labeled 
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"too old" for me, containing what we now call "adult situations," though 
seldom did that mean sex. Unlike Granny Parris, who delivered grocery 
sacks filled with lurid paperbacks that kept her awake during the night 
shift at the Graham Hospital where she tended the often empty nursery, 
my maidenly great-aunt apparently had no interest in copulation, either 
in her bedroom or in her library. 
By the end of the summer I was a full-fledged adult reader. Gone, tem-
porarily, were my childhood days of Laura Ingalls Wilder and Louisa May 
Alcott. Gone temporarily was my obsession with anything pertaining to 
the Holocaust, though I would continue to read Anne Frank's diary for dif-
ferent reasons. Gone too was my obsession with stories about orphans, 
such as Heidi of the Alps; Helen Keller's teacher, Annie Sullivan; or that 
other Anne, Anne of Green Gables. Instead, the books I read were about 
people like me, curious and troubled: Scout Finch in Harper Lee's To 
Kill a Mockingbird; Mary Katherine O'Flanagan in Benedict and Nancy 
Freedman's Mrs. Mike; Clay-Boy in Earl Hamner's Spencer's Mountain; 
Natasha Rostov in a seriously abridged edition of War and Peace; and, of 
C01)fse, Frankie Addams. 
I read everywhere. Lying down on the front porch swing, lazily pushing 
myself with my toe and swatting mosquitoes with my free hand. On the 
living room davenport while my father (who was born to push a plow) 
made furrows in the new shag carpet with the vacuum cleaner, while my 
brothers cranked the volume on our first colored television to new heights 
and my mother screamed in the kitchen about the noise level. I read in 
the quiet of my bedroom. On a nylon-and-aluminum chaise longue in 
our tiny backyard. In the back seat of the Volkswagen parked in the cool, 
dark, fly-infested garage. On the sun porch in dreamy, rosy morning light 
or during the afternoon heat when the bamboo shades clattered and 
slapped in the breeze. No matter what setting I chose, within a matter of 
sentences it was transformed utterly, and I was on a train bound for my 
uncle's ranch near Calgary, Alberta, in the midst of the worst blizzard in 
Summer Reading : 69 
fifty years; I was sharing my tent in the cold of Mount Kulal with the lion 
cub, Elsa; I was burying my grandfather in the family cemetery on our 
mountain in Wyoming. 
The summer I turned twelve I became every character I read about. 
Not only was I Scout Finch, but when my father read the newspaper he 
was Atticus; when my mother rattled pans in the kitchen she was our 
maid, Calpurnia; when I hadn't seen old Mr. Palm berg for days it was be-
cause he was tending to his ghostly and reclusive brother, Boo Radley. 
When my mother sent me to Naifeh's grocery for a pound of margarine 
and a can of stewed tomatoes I was Clay-Boy, running for the country doc-
tor after my baby brother plunged head first from the high chair. When 
lightning and thunder awakened me I recognized it for what it was: noth-
ing short of Napoleon's invasion of Russia, my homeland at that moment. 
But the problem arose that when I became a character I often failed to 
make a quick, smooth transition back to ordinary reality. If I ran into 
Mrs. Naifeh, our next-door neighbor, walking home from her shift at the 
grocery, I might answer her polite "How are you?" with a hurried "No 
time to talk. Emergency back home." 
When books ended I grieved - a reaction that happens, I am sorry to 
say, too seldom these days. Perhaps the reading experience was more in-
tense then because the books I read my twelfth summer had more pages 
and finer print than the ones I was used to reading and consequently re-
quired a greater investment of time and self. Also, reading may have been 
more intense then because everything I read was absolutely new. I didn't 
yet recognize that like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and many 
other tales I'd read before, To Kill a Mockingbird and A Member of the 
Wedding were stories about a child's initiation into adulthood and thus 
were reworkings of an old, old theme. But more likely my loneliness and 
reclusiveness caused me to attach myself to those who peopled the books 
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I read. By the end of the second chapter they were my friends, my family, 
my enemies. Needless to say, I postponed the last page as long as I could. 
I rationed myself by nibbling instead of gulping, which meant that if I 
were to have enough reading to fill the day, I had to have several books go-
ing at the same time. Still, the endings inevitably came. 
By the end of the summer I developed a method that prevented char-
acters from "dying" with the last word on the last page and eased the 
difficult transition between the fictional world and the real one. In addi-
tion, it provided me with friends. Instead of imagining myself as the pro-
tagonist and becoming Mrs. Mike or Frankie Addams or Natasha Rostov, 
I permitted the protagonist to remain a separate being, a companion and 
a confidant who chatted with me between chapters on the sun porch, 
helped me with the supper dishes, or biked with me through Crapo Park. 
These friends were not so different from the imaginary friend, Ging-gold, 
who had played with me, slept and eaten with me when I was three. As is 
often the case with magical beings, Ging-gold remained invisible in the 
presence of those who doubted. My mother couldn't see Ging-gold, and 
neither could she see the imaginary friends who haunted me my twelfth 
summer. The difference was, she did not know about the latter. At twelve 
I had sense enough not to talk out loud to Mrs. Mike, Frankie, or Natasha; 
our conversations were for my ears alone. 
My companions were intensely interested in my life. Mrs. Mike didn't 
just speak to me about the friends she left behind when she and her new 
husband, a Canadian mounted policeman, moved to his station in the 
wild north country, reachable only by a seven-hundred-mile dog-sled trip. 
She wanted to know about the friends I had left behind, too. Frankie 
didn't just speak about the rage and disappointment she felt when her 
brother and his new wife refused to take her along on their honeymoon 
but about my brother, too, who drove me crazy with his nine-year-old's 
ways. Natasha Rostov consulted me about deciding between the arrogant 
Prince Andrey Bolkonsky and the rakish Anatole Kuragin, but she was also 
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curious about my mother's noisy, unseen ghosts. No wonder my "ghosts" 
were curious. They probably collided with my mother's as the two spectral 
groups roamed our house at night. 
When I was twenty-five my therapist asked me to list what I believed to 
be the most significant occurrences during my formative years. Among 
those experiences I considered to be "transforming" were encounters with 
specific books. ("As I look back," writes essayist Sam Pickering, "my child-
hood seems marked not so much by physical awakenings or developing 
abilities as by books.") 
This was not exactly what the therapist was after. She wanted to know if 
my parents had ever abandoned me, literally or figuratively. But my 
identification not with the vivacious, pampered, pouty Scarlett O'Hara 
but with the gentle, tolerant, self-effacing Melanie Wilkes revealed more 
about my character than any sort of fictionalized "abandonment" my ther-
apist and I might have been able to devise. Reading was not peripheral to 
the life I was living; it was central. 
Nothing interfered with my reading that summer except for the Rev-
erend Henry T. ("T for tall," he once said) Mohr, the leader of our flock at 
Faith United Methodist Church. Several afternoons each week while my 
father was at the railroad, Reverend Mohr paid a pastoral visit. My mother 
put John to bed for a nap, gave Jamie and me each a dollar to cover bus 
fare, admittance to the swimming pool, and a candy bar from the vending 
machine, and kissed us good-bye. 
I did not like swimming in the public pool. Actually, I did not like 
standing around in the water at the public pool since neither my brother 
nor I knew how to swim. People spat in the water, little kids peed in it, and 
the chlorinated water wasn't gray and fragrant and friendly like the real 
water in Lake Geode. My brother always found someone to splash around 
with in a matter of minutes, so I sat on a towel on the hot cement and 
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watched teenage girls riding through the water in their boyfriends' arms 
and kissing with open mouths. Their togetherness made me even more 
aware of my loneliness. With the sun glaring off the water and my eyes 
stinging from the chlorine, I couldn't withdraw into a novel. Nonethe-
less, I carried a book to hide behind whenever I imagined someone star-
ing at me. Concealed by this screen, I conversed with my ghosts. By the 
end of the summer, my brother and I were brown as potatoes, our hair 
bleached yellow-white and coarse like straw, and Natasha and I were 
closer than kin. 
I did not know at the time that my mother and Reverend Mohr were 
having an affair. In fact, I didn't even know what an affair was. I only knew 
that when Reverend Mohr visited, chances were good that my brother and 
I were going swimming. I pieced together the events of that summer a few 
years later when my mother told me about her liaison. After her confes-
sion she asked, "You don't think any less of me,do you?" Of course it 
wasn't a fair question. Then I could not see the long-term effects of my 
mother and Henry's affair. For instance, it would be two decades before I 
would hear my father confess that he knew about the affair but felt power-
less to do anything about it. It would be two and a half decades before I 
would learn from a member of Faith that she and some of the other mem-
bers at least suspected that something was going on between the pastor 
and my mother. ("That pastor sure was sweet on your mom," the woman 
said.) This means that Lorraine Mohr and perhaps even the Mohrs' older 
children suspected something too. Perhaps they even knew. Then I did 
not know how easy it would be for me to suspect my future partners of 
infidelity or dishonesty. "No," I told my mother when she asked. "I don't 
think any less of you." 
My mother's rationale for her affair with Henry was that it "preserved 
her sanity," a phrase she used so often that I pictured sanity as a side of 
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pork or a peck of cucumbers that would go bad fast without salt or vinegar. 
What placed her sanity in such danger was her marriage to my father. She 
found him dull. 
In part, this was Reverend Mohr's fault. When he first climbed into our 
pulpit with the David Niven waves in his dark hair, my mother was a sec-
retary at Klein, a hospital that offered long-term care for those who had 
had brain or spinal cord injuries or strokes. For intellectual stimulation, 
she played bridge with three other women with similar tastes - and 
equally voracious appetites - for reading. They spent more time swap-
ping copies of Irving Stone's fictionalized biographies of Michelangelo 
and Vincent van Gogh or discussing the philosophies of Ayn Rand's pro-
tagonists than they did bidding and trumping. 
My mother was tired of taking dictation and filing letters all day. Since 
she'd been good at high school science and loved an audience, she 
wanted to become a biology teacher. With Reverend Mohr's encourage-
ment she enrolled in a few classes each semester at the community col-
lege. With Reverend Mohr's assistance a few years later she applied for a 
scholarship to Iowa Wesleyan College; twenty-five miles away, the only 
B.A.-granting institution in our part of the state. Reverend Mohr arranged 
for my mother to teach eighth-grade Sunday School, and because of this 
contribution to the Methodist Church, the scholarship was hers. For his 
birthday, my mother bought Reverend Mohr a decorated cake that read, 
"To Sir, with Love," the title of a Sidney Poitier movie my parents had 
seen with Henry and Lorraine Mohr about a black West Indian who 
taught in a tough and racist London slum. I read the book at once and was 
astonished at my mother's cleverness in using its title to show her grati-
tude. For Christmas she knitted two pullover sweaters: a brown one for my 
father, a green one for her Henry Higgins. 
My parents had little in common. My mother was strong-willed, tem-
peramental (she broke furniture and cracked doors in angry moments), 
funny, attractive, red-headed, big-boned, with bright, expressive blue-
green eyes. She was not merely outgoing, she was the center of attention. 
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My father, on the other hand, was silent and dutiful. He provided a secure 
paycheck, cleaned up my mother's messes whether they were stove-top 
fires or angry explosions at the neighbors. He was generally agreeable re-
garding her studies, since teachers made more money than secretaries. 
Besides, he couldn't have stopped her if he wanted to. When they drank, 
my father became even more taciturn, my mother less volatile but 
even more loquacious. My father's drinking was the reason, my mother 
claimed, she could never divorce him: "He'd drink himself to death. But 
don't think that would give us a minute's peace. He'd haunt us dead 
or alive." 
As my mother became more educated and chose more educated 
friends, the chasm between my parents yawned even wider. My father was 
content to drink beer, talk about the railroad, and weed his garden. My 
mother wanted everything. 
The summer I turned twelve I was ignorant of my mother's affair with 
Reverend Mohr on two counts. First, I had no idea that my mother and 
the minister had any personal interest in each other. Since my parents and 
Henry and Lorraine Mohr socialized often, and sometimes our entire 
families gathered for backyard cookouts, I believed Reverend Mohr's visits 
to be either extensions of the family friendship or discussions that per-
tained to my mother's schooling. Second, the idea of sex for pleasure 
was still inconceivable to me. Consequently, I had no notion of what 
my mother and Reverend Mohr did alone in our house those summer 
afternoons. 
Whatever my mother did involved everyone around her. If she was an-
gry or ecstatic or depressed, we all were. When she had a migraine, the 
entire house was dark and silent, nauseous and pounding. If an examina-
tion was scheduled in one of her classes, we all had knots in our necks and 
slept fitfully. When the test was over, we too felt expansive and buoyant. 
Before the arrival of Reverend Mohr, my father used to drop my brother 
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and me off at church school most Sundays and pick us up afterward; oc-
casionally, the whole family attended worship service. Even this sporadic 
attendance was considered excessive in my mother's extended family 
since they rarely attended church even on Easter. Certainly, religion was 
not something we took seriously. Yet when Reverend Mohr assumed lead-
ership, we were present at every worship service, every Sunday School 
and Bible School class, every pot luck dinner, every ice cream social, 
every Holy Communion. Now I find that the setting of my happiest, most 
vivid, and abundant childhood memories is church. 
We all participated in my mother's schooling, too. I occasionally at-
tended classes with her that summer; while she took notes on her philoso-
phy lectures I read Robert Nathan's A Portrait of Jenny. The whole family 
participated in her field trips, chipping brachiopods in rock quarries; 
tromping through woods and city parks while my mother memorized tree 
silhouettes for her dendrology class; scooping algae from scummy farm 
ponds which would later dazzle us as brilliant green gems floating be-
neath the microscope lens at our dining room table. At my mother's per-
sistent urging, my father enrolled in a photography class at night school in 
order to "enrich" himself. On the field trips he brought up the rear, snap-
ping black and white photos. 
Because all our friends and neighbors knew of my mother's interest in 
biology we acquired a sizable collection of injured or abandoned birds: a 
horned lark, blue jays, sparrows, a barn owl, chimney swifts, robins and 
more robins, and the mourning doves we had purchased from Mr. Raw-
son. In the dining room next to the cage of Melody, the horned lark, was a 
terrarium where iguanas and chameleons basked beneath an electric bulb 
and feasted on mealworms. The one time I saw my parents in the' sex act 
was when I interrupted one of their Sunday afternoon naps to explain a 
domestic problem: an iguana was on the loose, and it wasn't one of the 
ghostly Bresslaus ringing the doorbell but the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
sales representative who refused to enter until the lizard was contained. 
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Yet it wasn't until a few years later that I attached the correct explanation 
to my parents' startled, then annoyed expressions. 
In addition to the birds and lizards were the twenty-some box turtles 
my mother had acquired on a fishing-camping trip she and my father had 
taken near Branson, Missouri. While the turtles had been attempting to 
cross the highway, many had been hit by cars (in some cases intentionally, 
my mother said), which left their shells cracked and oozing. If my parents 
had left them near the highway it would have meant certain death, so my 
mother gathered them up and brought them home. Initially, the turtles 
lumbered about the living room, sleeping beneath the davenport, eating 
cantaloupe and raw hamburger on a newspaper, pooping in the bathtub 
after drinking deeply, and thumping about at top speed just before a thun-
derstorm. One Sunday morning we watched Arky and Red Eye mate; 
weeks later, we buried Arky's eggs in damp sand, where we hoped they 
would hatch but instead they slowly rotted. Another Sunday morning 
we awakened to find that the turtles had breakfasted on the chimney 
swift nestlings my mother and I had left on the floor in a shallow box af-
ter feeding them. My father poured a cement pool and confine for the 
turtles in the basement, where they remained until their shells were 
healed and they could be adopted by friends. Those that weren't adopted 
we released into the wild, not nearly as spectacular an event to watch as 
releasing lions or eagles or even a horned meadowlark. My father only 
complained about my mother's menagerie when he found a snake in his 
sock drawer one day. He insisted that it be gone by the end of the day. My 
mother complied. 
Caring for these creatures and the companionship they offered were so 
satisfying that I decided to be a biologist, too, though not the teaching 
type. I wanted to follow Charles Darwin and sail to the Galapagos Islands, 
where the iguanas ran free and wild and the natural order was reversed: in 
the Galapagos, the birds ate newly hatched tortoises. My job would be to 
help the latter SWiftly and safely reach the sea. During the off-seasons I, 
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too, would study variations in finch beaks. Or I would work on a game pre-
serve in Kenya, like George and Joy Addamson, where I would protect my 
charges from poachers and ivory hunters. 
I told my mother of my travel plans. Good idea, she said. Maybe the 
whole family could go. I took her seriously. We were going to Africa! 
When my Granny Parris, who always shopped in bulk, gave me three 
pairs of pointed-toed tennis shoes (one pair, a psychedelic paisley - this 
was 1968), I put them aside, saving them for Africa. My mother asked me 
why I insisted upon wearing myoId sneakers instead of my new ones, and 
I reminded her of our trip to Africa, which by now I had fleshed out in de-
tail. The five of us would unearth ancient bones in Tanzania like the 
Leakeys, with me writing the fieldnotes. My mother deflated my fantasy: 
"By the time we get to Africa," she predicted, "you won't be able to get one 
of those shoes on your little toe." 
Watching my mother prepare for her career as a biology teacher made 
me think about my own career. Of course, I wanted to be a scientist diving 
into the coral sea like Jacques Cousteau or living on tea and bread in a 
Paris garret while studying physics, like Marie Curie. I anticipated long 
years of schooling before I would be ready for fieldwork, but in the mean-
time I read biographies of scientists, paid careful attention on my mother's 
field trips, and performed simple scientific experiments that answered 
such pressing questions as, Are tomatoes sweeter when the plants are wa-
tered with orange juice or milk? 
Of course, I wanted to be a writer, too, but that wasn't a career one pre-
pared for. You were born to it as some are born into royalty, and, therefore, 
authoring was something you did instinctively. Even if you seldom or 
never wrote, you were still an author. After all, when a king abdicated, he 
was still royalty. Harper Lee had only written one book, and no matter 
what she had done with her life since then, first and foremost she was a 
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writer. The best evidence I could find that I was elected for the writing life 
was my loneliness and inner turmoil. From the biographies I'd read of 
authors such as Emily Dickinson, whose cryptic poetry I did not under-
stand, and Edgar Allan Poe, whose ghostly poems and stories I thought I 
understood, the suffering I was enduring was the type that yielded ageless 
literary classics. 
In truth, I had already begun practicing my craft. In fourth grade I had 
written A Ballerina You Shall Be in my spiral notebook. The book was 
based on my own fantasy of being whisked to fame after a few years of Sat-
urday morning ballet lessons by the incongruous appearance of a dance 
company talent agent at the Burlington, Iowa, YWCA. Like the prince's 
emissaries in "Cinderella," he would come to the door of my house late 
one night and ask if a talented young lady lived within. My mother would 
lead him to my bedroom, where he would fling back the covers and find 
my feet folded in a perfect fifth position as I slept. Before I had even 
rubbed the sleep from my eyes I was on stage, slimmer, taller, older, and 
tutued. 
While A Ballerina You Shall Be was only a novella, my fifth-grade en-
deavor, Scotland Calls, written and illustrated on a tablet of lined sta-
tionery and divided into chapters with a table of contents, was a bona fide 
novel. It featured a Scottish couple who immigrated to America, where 
they bore two sets of twins, each set containing a boy and a girl whose 
names now escape me. They did everything I thought an Americanized 
family should do: ate hot dogs, rode ferris wheels at carnivals, learned to 
use slang such as "cool" and "neat," and drove fast on the highway. But in 
the predictable denouement, their homeland called, and the family re-
turned to bonny Scotland. 
When my family prepared to move to our new house on Main Street, 
my father had the odious task of clearing all our long-abandoned though 
valuable possessions from the basement. He pitched and burned all the 
papers in the old desk where I had been storing my "books" between work 
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sessions in one of the deep drawers. "Just write another," he replied when 
I complained. I believe it was then that I first suspected that those who do 
not read are of a different ilk. 
The summer I turned twelve I turned my writing attention to poetry. 
Each day I composed a poem - always two quatrains, rhymed - on any 
old sheet of paper. I printed the poems neatly and illustrated them in my 
spiral notebook. The sources of my inspiration were pictures and descrip-
tions of flowers in the brand-spanking-new set of Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica we had bought from the sales representative who arrived at our front 
door on the Sunday when the iguana busted out. I had taken the liberty of 
filling out a postcard (NO POSTAGE NECESSARY IF MAILED IN THE 
UNITED STATES) that I had found in a magazine at the doctor's office 
while I was waiting for my junior high physical, expressing my interest in 
purchasing a set of the books. Sunday afternoon was the best time to catch 
me at home. And yes, I would take my free print of one of the world's best-
loved art treasures. Since my mother loved the diffused light and tur-
bulent waters of J. M. W. Turner's seascapes, I requested a print of The 
Harbor of Dieppe, though I had never seen the print and hadn't any idea 
what, who, or where Dieppe was. By the time the Britannica representa-
tive arrived, my mother had already framed and hung the print. "You're 
sure we don't have to buy anything?" she had inquired. 
With hindsight, I realize those poems based on the encyclopedia pic-
tures were the first indication that despite my Wesleyan upbringing, de-
spite my Papist leanings, I was a Calvinist at heart. In secular terms I was a 
workaholic and felt that my existence - or, rather, the existence of hefty, 
oxblood red, leather volumes in our home - could only be justified by 
what they yielded. And so a poem a day based on the pictures and de-
scriptions in those books. But not everyone sees my writing as a validating 
act, now or then. As an adult, first cooking, then pregnancy, and now writ-
ing - all acts of creating something from next to nothing - provide me 
with the same justification that John Wesley taught his followers they 
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could derive from grace. Once I took my notebook out of hiding (the shelf 
in the back of my closet: I had learned my lesson) to show my Grandma 
Knopp. She wet her crooked, arthritic forefinger before flipping each 
page and peered through the bottom of her bifocals, just as she did when 
she studied The Old Farmer's Almanac or the National Enquirer. "Beauti-
ful handwriting," she remarked. "Helps you pass the time, don't it?" But 
she hadn't read a single poem. The best part was lost on her. 
I aspired to God's work, too. I read biographies of Albert Schweitzer 
healing the lepers in Mrica and of Peter Marshall tending the spiritually 
sick in the United States. My Sunday School teachers kindled the flame, 
too. Mrs. Claudia Hagel's eyes burned when she announced, "The most 
beautiful word in the English language is Messiah! Messiah! Messiah!" 
and she asked us to chant the word with her. Mrs. Wahl's episodes from 
the lives of the remarkable Wesley brothers fired me to dream of one 
day becoming a missionary. Charles, the eighteenth son of Susanna and 
Samuel, an Anglican priest, wrote zillions of hymns, some of which I 
knew by heart: "0 for a Thousand Tongues to Sing"; "Christ the Lord Is 
Risen Today"; "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; "Love Divine, All Loves 
Excelling." His brother John, the fifteenth son, was plucked from a par-
sonage fire, which he read as a sign from God that he was saved for extra-
ordinary work: nothing short of the revitalization of a then corrupt and 
spiritless church. I savored the story of John Wesley's boat ride to Gover-
nor Oglethorpe's colony in America, where he and the other circuit riders 
preached the gospel such long hours that they sometimes fell asleep in 
their saddles. 
Reverend Mohr also inspired me, with his funny though largely secular 
sermons that kept us all awake. But on Maundy Thursday, when he deliv-
ered candlelight communion, reading the words of the Last Supper, he 
was more than just Reverend Mohr; he was a channel through which 
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something greater and more pure was expressed. Through him the Holy 
Ghost moved among us. I fought back the tears when I received my ounce 
of Welch's grape juice and a tidy, crustless square of white bread. 
For the sake of accuracy I must admit I had a "friend" that summer. 
Cindy Schweiger lived three blocks away. She rode her bicycle tirelessly, 
knew most of the girls in the neighborhood who went to Prospect Ele-
mentary, and was absolutely boy crazy. 
Of course, I did not meet her on my own. Our parents had met on a 
double, blind date some fifteen years earlier, when my father had been 
paired with the future Mary Schweiger and my mother with my father's 
friend Dick. By the end of the evening they had switched partners. ("Your 
father was so quiet, so enigmatic, so unlike anyone I'd ever known," my 
mother explained.) When we moved into our new neighborhood we vis-
ited the Schweigers, and for old time's sake both sets of parents encour-
aged Cindy and me and Dicky and my brother to be pals. Cindy and I 
rode bikes together, I listened to her talk about making out with boys, and 
several times she asked if we could practice making out with each other. 
After all, she and her neighbor, Peggy MacLeod, practiced all the time so 
they would know what to do on a date - should the occasion ever arise. 
Later in the summer, when Cindy stayed overnight at my house and we 
slept in sleeping bags on the sun porch, we practiced kissing. First I was 
the boy, then she was. We put our arms around each other's backs and 
shoulders and positioned our heads so our noses wouldn't hit. These were 
dry, tight-lipped kisses. Wet, open-mouthed kisses were something I had 
only observed at the swimming pool and wouldn't try myself for several 
years, and then not with a pretend boy. 
Mostly I found the Schweigers dull. Neither Cindy nor Dicky partici-
pated in the summer reading program, though they were eligible. My 
"ghosts" always disappeared in Cindy's presence, so I didn't even try to tell 
her about them when she asked who my friends were and how I spent my 
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time. Cindy's mother didn't read books, go on field trips, study, or enter-
tain the pastor. Instead, she ironed great piles of shirts in front of the tele-
vision. My mother ironed on a demand basis only. Sometimes I wondered 
if Mrs. Schweiger would have been more to my father's liking than my 
mother was. 
In truth, Cindy was a very minor character in the story of my twelfth 
summer, and I only remember her because recently my parents learned 
that Dick Schweiger had undergone open-heart surgery for the second 
time. I strained to remember her, and eventually I recalled her freckled 
face, the starchy smell of freshly ironed cotton shirts, our noses bumping 
when we kissed. My initial portrait of that summer remains true: I had no 
friends of the flesh-and-blood type. The books I fell into and out of, the 
way some people fall in and out of love affairs, made the loneliness toler-
able and filled my summer with a rich, memorable assortment of charac-
ters, the likes of which I had never met on any street in Burlington, Iowa. 
My mother was concerned about my shyness and my preference for a 
quiet corner in a room of my own where I could retreat into a book. "Liv-
ing vicariously," she called it. Reverend Mohr gave an entirely Freudian 
explanation for my behavior: I was threatened by my mother's beauty, wit, 
and intelligence, but I preferred "flight" to "fight." To my knowledge, my 
father said nothing about my reclusive behavior or his wife's indiscreet 
behavior. 
Another Freudian, Bruno Bettelheim, says that during the months be-
fore first menstruation and sometimes immediately after, girls are "pas-
sive, seem sleepy, and withdraw into themselves." In other words, they ex-
hibit behavior similar to mine, though perhaps less extreme. Internal 
mental processes become very important, Bettelheim continues. The girl 
has no energy for "outwardly directed action" and appears passive, though 
inside she is positively churning. 
I try not to place too much stock in psychological explanations, but I 
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recognize truth in this theory of turning inward. And I suspect the natural 
period of dormancy was exacerbated, in my case, by my new loneliness, 
which made the world of books appear richer to me than it might have 
otherwise appeared if we had not moved. If I could have biked to my 
schoolmates' houses that summer or run into them at Roy's Corner Gro-
cery, just a few blocks from my Marietta Street house, and swapped ru-
mors about what life would be like at Horace Mann Junior High, the 
school I would have attended had we not moved, I might not have read 
so much. 
Whatever the reasons, that summer I divided the world into two 
groups: those who read (epitomized by my mother, who made romance 
wherever she went) and those who did not (epitomized by my father, who 
not only lived in a lackluster world but could not understand those who 
did not). Several years later I would recognize a finer division between 
two types of readers: those who read to escape and those who read to con-
front. The former need books that entertain and help them pass the time. 
The latter need books that, as Kafka wrote, "affect us like disaster, that 
grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, 
like being banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide." Books 
that are "the axe for the frozen sea inside us." 
By the end of the summer, my father had explained away my mother's 
ghosts to his satisfactton. The strange rustling we heard at night was mice 
in the attic. The doorbell rang at odd times because of a wiring problem 
that he fixed when he laid new carpeting. The door on my parents' bed-
room "fell" shut because the floor was slightly uneven. Nothing super-
natural in our house, he said. But my ghosts remained, and so did my 
mother's. They were part of us and we needed them, the way Mr. Bresslau, 
alone in our house during his final years, had needed the company of the 
woman with whom he had already spent so much of his life. 
When classes started at James Madison Junior High, I realized the cu-
mulative effect of my summer's reading. Before classes started in the 
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morning and again after lunch, students were corralled in a large lobby, 
where we waited until the bell rang. Then we could enter the halls where 
our lockers and classrooms were located. Most students gossiped in clus-
ters or pairs. Some talked about sex in slang, some of which I deciphered 
from the context, some of which I remembered but would not understand 
for a few more years. I began to suspect that sex wasn't as awful and as self-
sacrificing as I had originally imagined. My new friends, Scarlett O'Hara, 
Huw Morgan, and Juliet Capulet, confirmed my growing suspicion that 
sex was something to invite, not avoid. 
I never joined into conversations with other students during the entire 
year I was twelve. I did not know what to say to them or how to act, and 
I didn't want to risk the humiliation of being turned away. My ghosts 
walked to school with me in the mornings and accompanied me home 
again in the afternoons but always disappeared in the presence of those 
whom I assumed were nonbelievers, leaving me more alone .than ever. I 
was embarrassed about my aloneness, so I stood behind a cement pillar in 
the school lobby, playing ostrich with my nose in a book, wishing that I 
too could turn into a pillar of salt with a simple backward glance. I did not 
know then that during my thirteenth summer another change would take 
place that would turn my energy and attention outward again. My ghosts 
would vanish once and for all in the presence of f1esh-and-blood friends. 
Yet even social acceptance wouldn't stop me from reading. 
Seventh-grade science was a disappointment that ruined my enthusi-
asm for becoming a scientist. Nothing we studied was half as interesting as 
what I'd read that summer about Darwin, the Curies, or the Addamsons, 
and we took no field trips. The only fun we had all semester was during 
the two weeks following Mr. O'Conner's emergency appendectomy, when 
the substitute teacher, who apparently knew little about science; staged 
mock trials in which we played the parts of prosecuting and defending 
attorneys, witnesses, alleged murderers, and jury members while she 
banged the gavel. As the frequency of Reverend Mohr visits decreased, 
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so did our attendance at church. I gave up on becoming another Peter 
Marshall or John Wesley or Claudia Hagel or Betty Wahl. I was too self-
conscious to ever stand before an audience, much less preach to them. In-
stead, I turned my complete attention to English, where I was rewarded 
and recognized for what was by then second nature: breathing life into 
ink-and-paper creations. 
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~ One of the few things that my mother and my paternal grand-
mother could agree upon was that I was just like Creat-aunt Florence, 
a woman both found peculiar and old maidenish. This proclamation 
haunted me throughout my adolescence. For a long time, I tried to con-
vince myself that any resemblances between Florence and me were purely 
superficial (we are both short, blond, shy Virgos who play the piano). But 
I also wonder if my mother and grandmother didn't see deeper resem-
blances. I couldn't answer this until I went in search of Florence's story. 
But how to proceed? There is no one I can go to for stories about my 
great-aunt. Florence died alone of heart failure in 1977. My grandmother 
died in 1976, Creat-aunt Esther in 1974. No other Friebergs remained. My 
mother is Florence's in-law, so most of her stories are second- or third-
hand. The only story my father ever told about his aunt concerns the time 
his mother was considering piano lessons for him. Florence said they had 
better forget it: his fingers were too stubby. 
My father has little interest in the present and even less in the past. He 
was and is completely focused on "getting through things" - Sundays, 
winters, Republican presidencies, his time as a railroad employee, and 
now his time as a retiree. Consequently, he did not collect souvenirs, heir-
looms, photographs, or letters to connect him with his past: such items are 
just more clutter. When I was ten or so I was so struck by my father's lack 
of story-summoning keepsakes that I filled a shoebox with what I thought 
he would find evocative and placed it in his dresser drawer for safekeep-
ing. I only remember a few of the items I placed there to limber up his 
memory and his tongue: his small coin collection, a birthday card from 
my mother, a photo of himself as a boy with his dog, drawings my brother 
and I had made (mine, a small crowd of women which demonstrated my 
newly learned skill of overlapping). Of course the contents of this box 
spoke not of his values but of mine. Then and now, I want my father to 
value his individual and our collective past enough that he would create 
stories about it. I want him to value me enough that he would tell me 
those stories. But all my father offered when asked about his Aunt Flor-
ence is that story about his fingers. Ask him for a palm to grasp and he'll 
give you a fingernail clipping. 
But a nail clipping is all a sorcerer must possess in order to cast a spell 
on the entire person. A crushed skull is enough for the anthropologist to 
reconstruct a prehistoric life and death. A smear of blood or sperm, a bro-
ken nail or single hair is evidence enough for a jury to lock one up for life. 
Another anthropologist, another coroner might offer a slightly or entirely 
different account given the same artifacts or data, but that does not lessen 
the veracity of their stories. History is but an exercise in selectivity and in-
terpretation; no matter how casual or how unflinchingly faithful we are to 
the facts, any account we create is not the truth but a truth. 
When I sort through my two boxes of photos I find few pictures of 
childhood friends, neighbors, or my father's family. Yet the faces of those 
who were in the periphery of my life are the ones I now most want to 
study. In fact, I would trade one hundred pictures of the immediate family 
gathered around a holiday dinner table (easy to offer since a few hundred 
would remain) for one photo of the Skrupa kids or of Mac McCarthy, a 
farm boy who rode a motorcycle, had a scar running down his cheek and 
across his chin, and was the first boy who tried to go "all the way" with me. 
Nor is Great-aunt Florence in any of the photographs taken at the Mes-
siah Lutheran Mother-Daughter Banquet at which I modeled my Great-
grandmother Frieberg's brown-purple wedding dress. Despite Florence's 
involvement in this event (she provided the gown and the nosegay I car-
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ried, and she arranged for me to be the one to model the gown), she is not 
in the photo. 
I find only one picture that includes my great-aunt. She and my grand-
mother are standing in front of a general store and souvenir shop in a 
place I cannot identify. Florence's short, permed hair is a faded blond; the 
extra weight she carried in her hips and calves is made more noticeable by 
the straight line of the straight cotton shift and her flat white moccasins. 
Her lips are red, her cheeks are rouged. Florence appears to be in her late 
fifties, which means she is still working at the Des Moines County Court-
house and still playing the piano for Messiah Lutheran. By that time in 
her life, her daily drives and strolls through Aspen Grove Cemetery were 
not only well established but occupying a good deal of her time after work 
and on weekends. "Visiting," she called it. 
Florence visited us rarely. I believed the rigors of her courthouse and 
cemetery schedules prevented it, but too my parents may not have invited 
her. Yet when she learned that they had bought a piano at an auction she 
came at once to try it out. I was bewitched by the movement of her hands 
over the keys and her white moccasined right foot pumping the sustaining 
pedal as she played "Indian Love Call," her theme song. She played sev-
eral other songs whose names I did not know, all by heart, modulating 
smoothly from one key to the next so there were no breaks between songs. 
For the finale she played "In the Garden," a hymn I used to play, too. (The 
sheet music from which she learned this song lies on the table beside me 
as I write.) The verdict was in: our ten-dollar piano had a nice sound, even 
if it was out of tune and the brown ivoryless keys were rough with old glue. 
But my great-aunt didn't offer any judgments about my fingers, which are 
short like my father's. Perhaps she realized that the desire for my hands to 
glide over the keys as easily as hers did would carry me farther toward 
proficiency than long, slender fingers. 
Years later, when I was in high school, Florence bestowed on me hun-
dreds of pieces of sheet music. Despite her distant relations with us, it was 
logical that she should leave her collection to me, since at that time no 
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one else in our family read music or played the piano. Besides, she prob-
ably had heard my mother and grandmother's prediction, too. 
I kept the sheet music in paper bags in my parents' basement, where it 
gathered dust and was nibbled by mice. Occasionally, I sorted through a 
sackful, found a few cover illustrations I liked, and taped them to my bed-
room wall for decoration. As a result, sticky yellow tabs remain where the 
tape once was, and the middle sheets - pages two and three of the 
score - are separate from the first and last pages. Until I can spend a day 
at the piano matching verses and choruses, what remains is a frayed stack 
of unmatched middles, beginnings, and ends. 
The history of sheet music in the first third of this century reveals 
something of the context into which my great-aunt grew into adulthood. 
During her youth, genteel women avoided establishments where popular 
music was played. Instead, they purchased the hits of the day as sheet mu-
sic and sang them to the accompaniment of the piano in the parlor, out of 
harm's way. This wholesome family entertainment caused such a boom in 
the sheet music business that Irving Berlin's 1911 rag "Everybody's Doin' It" 
could just as easily have referred to the frenzied buying of sheet music as 
it did to the turkey trot. In The Life and Death of Tin Pan Alley, David 
Ewen notes that between 1900 and 1910, about one hundred songs sold 
over a million copies. Then in 1910, Beth Slater Wilson and Leo Fried-
man's "Let Me Call You Sweetheart" sold a record eight million copies -
the beginning of a profitable trend. In response, dime and department 
stores installed sheet music counters and hired piano players to "plug" the 
new songs. Daily newspapers advertised melodies and lyrics in supple-
ments. And sheet music became cheap: the price plunged from forty cents 
per copy in the early Tin Pan Alley days to ten c"ents per copy in 1916. 
During the second decade of the century, Americans became dancing 
fools, turkey trotting, Castle walking, tangoing, fox-trotting, gaby gliding, 
and occasionally waltzing before live bands and singers, creating an even 
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greater demand for new songs. Sheet music as big business and Tin Pan 
Alley as the center of that industry thrived until the thirties, when Ameri-
cans discovered that instead of buying sheet music and singing to them-
selves when they felt like a song, they could turn the dial on the radio and 
hear a fully orchestrated number for free. 
What is remarkable in my great-au nt's case is not the presence of sheet 
music in her childhood home but that a daughter of poor immigrants had 
the luxury of owning and learning to playa piano. 
Apparently, my grandmother Knopp found such indulgences remark-
able too, since her most-told hardship tales concerned the inequities be-
tween her childhood and that of her youngest sister. Florence did not have 
to quit grammar school to earn money cleaning houses as did her four 
older sisters. Instead, she completed twelve years of schooling. My grand-
mother may have resented this not because she wanted an education for 
herself - indeed, she viewed book learning and educated people with 
contempt - but because her youngest sister did not have to endure the 
same privations she had. The flames of my grandmother's jealousy were 
fanned hotter and brighter when her oldest sister, beautiful Edna, bought 
Florence a piano and paid for her lessons with Mr. Martin Bruhl, a 
Chicago-trained concert pianist who inexplicably settled in Burlington. 
Because of the simple, unalterable fact of birth order, my grandmother's 
hands were red, rough, and stiff; Florence's were white, soft, and dexterous. 
On the cover of each piece of music Florence has written her name, 
usually in a non intrusive background space but occasionally front and cen-
ter: following the diagonal spread of Ginger Rogers's long, white gown as 
she and Fred Astaire leap in unison. Since the covers also bear the signa-
tures of other people, I suspect that my great-aunt loaned and borrowed 
music. Jerry Larson and Gerald C. Larson appear on several. Others are 
claimed by the controlled script of Fred Fredig, a name similar enough to 
my great-au nt's name that I wonder if he was her alter ego or doppelganger. 
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The changes in my great-aunt's signature intrigue me. As late as 1930 
on Rudy Vallee's "I'm Alone Because I Love You," she spelled her name as 
it was written on her birth certificate: Florence Frieberg (she pronounced 
it with a silent i and a long e). But then, on the photo of Clark Cable and 
Jeanette MacDonald on "Would You?" (1936), she wrote her name Flor-
ence Friberg, spelling her surname exactly as she pronounced it. I do not 
know precisely when this last Frieberg changed the spelling and pronun-
ciation of the family name since none of the twenty-nine pieces of sheet 
music spread out on my work table are from 1931-35, the period during 
which I believe the change occurred. However, if I were to sort through 
the bulk of the collection stored at my parents' house, I could probably de-
termine the year of the new spelling, assuming that my great-aunt bought 
and signed her sheet music the same year it was published. 
I can guess what prompted the change in her spelling of something as 
essential as her name. Until I was in high school, Florence handled deeds, 
birth certificates, death certificates, marriage licenses, and divorce de-
crees in a musty upstairs office at the Des Moines County Courthouse. I 
do not know if this was the only job she ever had; if she aspired to a higher 
position, say, as county clerk, or when she was first elected to this office on 
the Republican ticket (to my knowledge, she was the only member of the 
opposition party for whom my parents ever voted). Yet I suspect that her 
career ambitions prompted a more Americanized spelling of her name. 
She may have wanted a name that people could pronounce correctly the 
first time they saw it on a campaign poster stapled to a telephone pole. 
My great-aunt's choice does not sit well with me. People have always 
mispronounced my last name either by ignoring the K or by changing the 
spelling and pronunciation to Knapp or Knopf Supposedly, the name I 
carry once was Knopf, a name I would have preferred if given a choice be-
cause I like the way that the K and the {balance each other and because 
anyone who has heard of the publisher Alfred A. Knopfknows how to pro-
nounce that name. The immigration official who changed the spelling of 
the family name probably thought that my great-grandparents and their 
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descendants would have an easier time in America with a surname that re-
sembled the British Knapp. But the official's reasoning was flawed. No 
matter how many times I pronounce my last name, no matter how clearly 
I write the 0, too many people insist on pronouncing or writing Knopp 
(sounded K, short 0) as Knapp (nap). As if one's name is just another word. 
Despite my life-long fight to have my last name pronounced and written 
as I want it, I would not change a single letter. The sound of that name is 
as familiar and as intimate as the sound of my breath passing through my 
nostrils. 
Nineteen-thirty reveals another change in my great-aunt's signature. 
Her capital letters prior to that year border on calligraphy. She has several 
ways to write her F's, and they are all too beautiful. On Victor Herbert's 
"Serenade" (1921) the stem of the capital F is the same as the stem on a 
lowercase cursive t - forked at the bottom, crossed in the middle. The top 
of the F loops at the left, takes flight on the right: it is at once stable and 
airy. On the cover of "Because They All Love You" (1924), the top line of 
her F is looped on either side. Thus from 1921-24, my great-aunt became 
more, not less embellished. Then, three pieces from 1929 - "You're Al-
ways in My Arms (But Only in My Dreams)" from the Ziegfeld Follies; Al 
Jolson's "My Mammy"; and Clark and Akst's "Let Me Have My Dreams," 
a piece I once played often because I liked the melody and the plea in the 
title - display simpler F's, similar to those I was taught to make in second-
grade penmanship class: left-heavy and loopless. Was this more con-
stricted and conventionalized signature a prelude or coda to the new 
spelling? Was the change purely pragmatic since the new signature was 
more easily squeezed onto the line at the bottom of a death certificate? Or 
was the new signature the outer manifestation of an inner change? 
I regard my great-aunt's sheet music collection as a legacy; the docu-
mentation in words, pictures, and melodies of an era; collectors' items 
that someday might be "worth something" as my father promised; clues 
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about her inner life, especially telling when one considers what she might 
have collected instead - thimbles, hubcaps, Jell-o salad recipes, married 
lovers, ferns, or phobias. However, I have never regarded my great-aunt's 
collection as real music. Real music was what my piano teacher, Ella Bear 
Baker, also a Chicago-trained concert pianist (her marriage to a Burling-
tonian explains her continued presence in Burlington), asked me to learn. 
Real music faded in and out on the public radio station from Iowa City. 
Real music meant European masters who had stood the test of time: 
Vivaldi, Bach, Beethoven, and Mozart. Real music included my great-
aunt's contemporaries - Ravel, Delius, Rachmaninoff, Debussy, Stravin-
sky, Bartok, and Ives - who recorded their modern, sometimes iconoclas-
tic ideas while she recorded the legal activity of the county. The only 
real music I found in my great-aunt's collection was a crumbling folio of 
Bach preludes and a Mozart sonata. Apparently, her idea of high-brow 
music were woodland sketches by the romantic Edward MacDowell or 
hits from Victor Herbert's operettas - "Gypsy Love Song" or "Ah Sweet 
Mystery of Life." To demonstrate her virtuosity, she played novelty 
pieces - Felix Arndt's "Nola" (1915) and Zez Confrey's "Kitten on the 
Keys" (1921). 
During my senior year of high school, ragtime was the rage because of 
the Scott Joplin-based soundtrack for the movie The Sting. When I first 
heard ragtime's delicate, intricate rhythms and bright melodies, I recog-
nized it as real music, though there was little about it that was European. 
Since the early twentieth century was the ragtime heyday, I expected to 
find a generous selection of this real music in my great-aunt's stacks. 
While I did not find anything by such originators as Joplin or Eubie Blake, 
I did find two copies of Irving Berlin's "Alexander's Ragtime Band" (1911), 
the most profitable rag ever written, though it is really a march. Because of 
this single success, Berlin was known as the "ragtime king" and continued 
to write other rags, which my great-aunt collected, including "Everybody's 
Doin' It," "Mysterious Rag," and "The Ragtime Jockey Man." When I 
couldn't find real ragtime in my great-au nt's collection, I ordered titles by 
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Joplin and Blake at App's Music House, the same establishment where 
Florence once bought her sheet music. 
As my definition of real music expanded, I noticed other absences in 
my great-aunt's collection. She had dozens of white men's blues but no 
"Memphis Blues" (1912) or "St. Louis Blues" (194)' It wasn't just W. C. 
Handy that was missing but any music by black people. No cover photos 
of Ethel Waters, "hot jazz incarnate." No "Runnin' Wild" by Cecil Marks. 
No "Blues and Stomps" by Jelly Roll Morton. No "Ain't Misbehavin'" by 
Fats Waller. The closest my great-aunt came to acknowledging black mu-
sicians and performers were Al Jolson's Oedipal Mammy songs; Eddie 
Cantor in blackface; songs about black people such as "The Darktown 
Strutter's Ball" (1917); and songs written in dialect such as "Can't You 
Heah Me Callin', Caroline?" Neither was there anything in her collection 
that acknowledged our country's folk traditions - songs from the hills, 
songs from the mines, songs from the range, songs from the plantations. 
What I concluded about my great-au nt's repertoire is that it contained 
little of substance. Instead of classics, I found semiclassics; instead of blues 
from the source, I found blues once removed. Instead of folk music in-
spired by a witnessed event, a deep, aching longing, an overheard remark, 
these blossoms had been forced in a Tin Pan Alley hothouse in a calcu-
lated effort to meet a specific commercial need. At the time of my discov-
ery I did not seek explanations; now I do. What Florence's collection con-
tains and neglects may reflect her own narrow-mindedness; it may reflect 
the predilections and antipathies of those who gathered around her piano 
(if any did); it may reflect the limited offerings of a small town music store. 
For whatever reasons, the songs my great-aunt bought and played more 
closely resemble machine-whipped, presliced white bread than crusty, 
grainy, dark loaves kneaded with the hands. 
My great-aunt began piano lessons during the First World War when 
sheet music was illustrated with well-clothed, ample-bodied women 
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topped with tall, luxurious coifs or with the long ringlets and lacy gowns 
of sweet Mary Pickford. Even the Ziegfeld chorus line seemed demure 
and modestly clad compared with the spit curls, cleavage, and opulence 
they'd flaunt in the twenties. During the second decade of the century, 
popular songs glorified Mom and family, home and hometown. If Mother 
wasn't explicitly mentioned in the title ("M-O-T-H-E-R, A Word That 
Means the World to Me"), she was at least suggested ("I Want a Girl Just 
Like the Girl That Married Dear Old Dad"). Even war songs echoed 
these themes: "I Didn't Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier" and "Keep the 
Home Fires Burning." 
My great-aunt came of age during the frantic twenties, when fashion-
able women were childlike and androgynous with flat chests, slim hips, 
bobbed or shingled hair, and scandalously short skirts. According to the 
sheet music covers, the most sought-after women did not sit in their par-
lors and knit but stood on curbs and flirted with young men in open-
topped cars or danced wildly at collegiate drags, exposing lacy slips and 
several inches of skinny thighs. The illustration for "It's the Smart Little 
Feller Who Stocked Up His Cellar That's Getting the Beautiful Girls" is 
notable not only because of the suave and winking fellow's flagrant disre-
gard of the Eighteenth Amendment but because the five beauties clus-
tered about him are clearly and unabashedly after his gin. 
Such diversions were not part of my great-au nt's world. Because she 
was the youngest daughter, her family expected her to nurse her mother, 
who was sick, widowed, and even more isolated by the fact that she spoke 
no English (I guess that she spoke Norwegian and some Swedish). Cer-
tainly, such sacrifices were not expected of Florence's older sisters. When 
my grandmother finally received a marriage proposal at age twenty-six, 
she seized the moment. Soon, she was too busy with her babies to tend to 
her mother. 
Now arrives the least substantiated point in my great-aunt's biography: 
it is cobbled from bits and pieces others tell about her ill-fated romance. 
When the narrative line disappears 1 cannot help but bridge the silences 
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with liberal speculation, since this is also the point in the story where I 
make meaning: it is the heart of the matter. I do not know, for instance, 
how Florence felt when Warren first proposed marriage. I only know that 
marriage was not a choice for her since she could not leave her mother. 
Florence continued living in the house in which she was born, caring for 
her mother and "going around" with Warren to Sunday concerts at the 
Crapo Park bandstand, to Burlington Bees baseball games, to movies, to 
dances. But after many years of waiting, Warren's patience was gone. 
When Florence refused his final offer, he quickly courted and married 
another woman. Shortly thereafter, my great-grandmother died from per-
nicious anemia. Florence was free. 
A story, the source of which I do not remember, says that Florence's first 
act as a free woman was to haul all the Frieberg heirlooms, including a 
table piano, from the Old Country to the dump. Her neighbors were hot 
on her heels, hoping to make a haul of their own. Next, she sold the fam-
ily home and moved into a cinder block "cottage" in The Manor, once a 
feudal government housing arrangement for World War II employees of 
the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant. To my knowledge, my great-aunt 
never "went around with" any other man. When she appeared to be nine 
months pregnant, relatives and coworkers suspected a virgin birth. But 
when the surgeon opened Florence's belly, it wasn't a baby he found but a 
benign, eight-pound tumor, the only thing her womb would ever nourish. 
Her cemetery visits increased in frequency. By the time I finished ele-
mentary school, they were so well established that we joked about our 
funny relative who "lived" in the graveyard. 
I believe that the nearly simultaneous occurrence of Warren's marriage 
and my great-grandmother's death was a turning point for Florence. But I 
can't be certain since the gap I find in this part of the story frets me more 
than any of the others. Did Florence sincerely possess such a strong sense 
of duty toward her mother that she voluntarily forfeited marriage? Why 
didn't Jensena Frieberg's other daughters relieve their sister of some of her 
burden? Did Florence try to negotiate with her mother and her man? 
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("This house is big enough for the three of us," she might have said. 
"Then I can do for you both.") If so, why did her efforts fail? Did Florence 
have her own reasons for not wanting to marry? 
Neither the sheet music nor those few living relatives who knew my 
great-aunt can answer these questions. All I know for certain is that some-
time during the early 1940S Florence's mother died; her beau married; she 
moved from a large, pleasant home on West Hill to a miserable, dark 
rental unit; she stopped buying sheet music and started collecting hard-
back books. At some imprecise point she became my father's maidenly 
aunt instead of just his aunt. By the time I reached awareness in the late 
1960s, the adjective had long been inseparable from the noun. The only 
time my father ever took my brothers and me to visit Great-aunt Florence 
was on trick-or-treat night when she photographed us in our Halloween 
costumes and dropped Three Musketeers bars in our bags. I did not see a 
piano in her three-room house nor do I recall any other evidence of a life 
outside the courthouse, church, and cemetery. But as a child I only 
looked for the obvious. 
When I was a child I could only see the obvious ways in which my 
great-aunt and I were alike. Florence's arms and legs were covered with 
scaly, red eczema which she was always itching. One summer during ele-
mentary school I, too, was bothered by red, itchy allergic reactions on my 
forearms. Like Florence, I am short (five feet two inches) and tend to 
carry my extra weight in my calves and hips. Like Florence, I was and still 
am shy and tend to hang back, stay home, or lose myself in solitary activi-
ties: playing the piano and flute, reading, writing, taking long walks. Like 
Florence, my mother leaned on me, though in my case it was because I 
was the oldest child and only daughter. During my junior high and high 
school years my mother went away most summers to attend classes at the 
University of Iowa, leaving early Monday mornings and returning Friday 
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afternoons. While she was at school and my father was at work, I babysat 
for my brothers, made their lunches, cleaned house, and did laundry. I 
didn't mind the work, and I was proud that my mother was earning a mas-
ter's degree. But I minded terribly that I couldn't spend my summers play-
ing my flute at Southeast Iowa Youth Symphony rehearsals and concerts 
or fooling around with the girls next door, trying on clothes we could 
not afford to buy at J. C. Penney or watching boys drive past in Crapo 
Park while we sat on a bench outside the Blackhawk Dairy Creme eat-
ing chocolate ice cream cones. And I minded terribly that my mother 
was gone. My father always seemed to be irritated with me for reasons I 
couldn't figure out. And he said very little to me. But through my mother's 
words and actions I knew that she loved me fiercely. And we talked to 
each other all the time. Without my mother, without friends and activi-
ties, I felt isolated. During one of these summers, the summer before my 
junior year of high school, I stopped eating all but small portions of fruits 
and vegetables; I rode my bicycle and did calisthenics every day. In less 
than eight weeks I lost twenty-five pounds, my long hair started fall-
ing out, my breath stank, I was very, very tired, and for several months 
thereafter I did not menstruate. At the time I believed that I had been on 
a very successful, six-hundred-calorie-per-day diet. Now I believe that I 
turned my anger at my circumstances and my powerlessness to change 
them in on myself. On the last day of my mother's classes, she brought 
home glazed doughnuts with chocolate icing. I ate several. My appetite 
was back. 
Through most of my twenties I was unforgiving about the way I had to 
spend my summers. Now I can emphathize with my mother's desire for 
education, career, and even time away from home and family. But the 
summer before I turned sixteen I was neither angry nor empathetic. I only 
knew that I was not part of the world depicted in the songs I heard on 
WLS - love songs by the Doors, Rod Stewart, Bread, James Taylor; Alice 
Cooper's freedom song, "School's Out Forever"; Sly and the Family 
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Stone's celebration, "Hot Fun in the Summertime" - just as Florence 
probably felt that she was not part of the world depicted in the sheet mu-
sic illustrations of the era. 
If! tell you the story of Hansel and Gretel, you might hear a cautionary 
tale about the dangers of curiosity. But you might also hear a frightening 
tale about parents abandoning their offspring. The concrete details of the 
story justify both versions. If I tell you the story of David and Bathsheba, 
you might hear a lesson about the repercussions of adultery, deceit, and 
murder, or you might hear a lesson about the courageous prophet, 
Nathan, who saw and named the king's sins, risking his own neck in the 
process. Or you might hear a lesson about a woman's powerlessness to 
make an honest decision since Bathsheba would be just as damned if she 
refused the king's advances as she would be if she accepted them. Again, 
each meaning is faithful to the facts: each is equally valid. So, too, are 
other interpretations founded on the facts. 
We see our lives according to the stories that surround us. It is critical, 
then, literally life-shaping that the stories be told in such a manner that 
they are at once faithful to the facts and to whom we want to be. None of 
the stories my family tells about Great-aunt Florence are stories that I can 
live with. 
My grandmother's version presents her sister as too selfish and spoiled 
to marry. Bearing babies and keeping the home fires burning required 
more self-sacrifice than my great-aunt was willing to make. By staying 
home with the mother who once had cared for her, Florence would never 
have to grow up. My grandmother told anecdotes that proved Florence's 
childishness. About Florence driving to my grandmother's house at the 
first sign of a thunderstorm and there waiting it out. About Florence 
putting her beer in my grandmother's cart when they grocery-shopped so 
no one would know that she partook. About Florence licking each finger 
with a loud, irritating slurp after eating cream puffs or jelly doughnuts. 
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About Florence telling that story about how sick she had been with the 
measles as a child and how worried their mother had been at least a thou-
sand times. And, too, my grandmother probably viewed playing the piano 
and all other solitary, intellectual activities as unnecessary indulgences 
that a real woman could not afford. Yet I believe that if Florence was gen-
uinely spoiled and selfish, she could easily have left her sick mother to 
fend for herself. Nor would she would have had the discipline and tenac-
ity to develop her piano-playing skills. More than fear and selfishness 
drove my great-aunt. 
My father's version presents Florence as obedient to fate. When she 
pronounced his fingers too stubby for piano playing, it was not because 
she wanted to deny privilege. Something in the genes or stars had already 
decided her nephew's fate. She was simply reading the handwriting on the 
wall. Likewise, birth order is preordained, and a youngest daughter simply 
had to accept that the umbilical cord binding her to her mother would 
never be, could never be cut. 
Likewise, my mother's version presents her husband's aunt as a victim. 
Florence just happened to be the youngest daughter; her mother just hap-
pened to be sick and widowed; it just happened that Florence was too 
poorly paid to hire a nurse or companion for her mother. While my 
mother would agree that it is possible to extricate ourselves from the not so 
blessed ties that bind or at least to learn to sing in our chains, she would 
add that either response often requires more mettle than most of us can 
muster. Now I believe that my mother's prediction that I was just like my 
great-aunt was not a vision of what was to come but perhaps of what she 
hoped for - a daughter who would never leave home, a desire that I, as a 
mother, feel toward my children. 
In my version of my great-aunt's story, she thanked her lucky stars that 
she could not leave her mother, for to do so would leave no excuse for re-
sisting Warren's plans. A woman with a high school diploma, a respect-
able, secure, albeit low-paying job, and the ability to play the piano well 
had more to forsake by marrying than most women of her time. In con-
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trast, marriage meant breaking even for my grandmother: she cleaned her 
own house instead of someone else's; she lived under her husband's roof 
instead of her parents'; she cared for her babies instead of her mother. But 
Florence was not willing to trade a job in the outside world for a job in the 
domestic sphere. Nor was she willing to relinquish hours of practice time 
each day to care for a husband and children. Caring for a sick mother was 
a less demanding and shorter term responsibility. Even more, my great-
aunt may have nurtured a talent, indulgence, or eccentricity I know noth-
ing about. To marry would have meant relinquishing that gift or quirk. 
For a while my great-aunt lived a double life. Even though she re-
mained at home she had broken with tradition, as the new spelling of her 
surname suggests. The subsequent change in her signature spoke not of a 
loss of vitality or love or possibilities but a firming of her will, a newfound 
or finally developed resoluteness and independence. She would have her 
cake and eat it too. The man and the career. Love and independence. My 
great-aunt was smart: she knew it would not last forever, but while it did, 
the world was her oyster. 
Love eventually ended; only independence remained. Florence 
stopped collecting sheet music with its words and pictures of dreamy, de-
pendent romantic love that salved all one's wounds and began collecting 
hardbound books on a range of topics - war, humor, adventure, mystery, 
politics, biography, travel, and romance - with no one genre more repre-
sented than the others. But it is a half-hearted collection. She did not sign 
her name inside the front covers, which makes me suspect that she never 
loaned her books. She did not dialogue with the text by scribbling notes in 
the margins, nor did she dog-ear pages or underline sentences whose 
ideas demanded her further consideration. Indeed, so many of the books 
cracked with newness when I opened them (she bestowed this collection 
upon me, too) that I knew she had never read them. Apparently, Florence 
was not willing to enter into the stories others had lived or to transfer the 
options those stories presented into her own life. Apparently, Florence 
also believed the plot of her life story was set and could not be revised. 
102 : Sheet Music 
The real point of intersection between my story and Florence's is not in 
these surface details but in the deep story which tells that she and I are 
most clearly defined when we are defying others' expectations of us. (''You 
need an enemy, don't you?" my therapist recently asked me.) Once we 
lose the friction or point of opposition, we risk formlessness. Florence 
worked against her mother's, her lover's, and her society's expectations: she 
would become educated; she would have a career; she would be indepen-
dent. But once her mother and her man were gone, playing the piano was 
no longer an act of rebellion. Rather, it was just another hobby, and hob-
bies are more easily abandoned than passions. This deep story draws me, 
because it is about locating the perimeters of oneself and about strength-
ening one's will. It is about finding form. The deep story suggests that we 
live either in response to others' demands (by submitting or by defying) or 
in response to our own desires. Of course, every life is lived in response to 
external forces. But our choice is the extent to which we are governed by 
these forces and to which we live out our heart's desires. I believe my 
great-aunt was a fine rebel, but when the enemy ceased to engage her, she 
lost her vitality and purpose. Because she could not rechannel her ener-
gies and her desires, hers is a cautionary tale. 
I do not present my version of my great-aunt's life as the truth. To bor-
row Virginia Woolf's metaphors, it contains the rainbow of fiction as well 
as the granite of fact. But because my fate was linked with Florence's so 
early and for so long, I must tell a version of her life that both intersects 
with mine and stands as a counterpart to my own. And I must believe the 
truth of this story that I tell, even though what I present is just one more 
valid version of the past collected from pieces of sheet music with missing 
middle pages. 
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~ At seventeen I had a driver's license, though no car of my own, and 
I knew how to put a French Tickler condom on my boyfriend. All that 
stood between me and adulthood was a job. But I was too self-conscious 
just to walk into the public library or to Gnahn's Books and Office Sup-
plies and ask for an application. So when Mrs. Lundgren, my high school 
guidance counselor, called me into her office and asked if I would like to 
work at her friend's flower shop during the Christmas season, I accepted at 
once. Mrs. Lundgren explained that the part-time typing job paid $1.25 an 
hour in cash, with no withholdings. If I did a good job, Mrs. Lundgren's 
friend might ask me to work the other floral holidays (Valentine's Day, 
Easter, Mother's Day, prom, and graduation) as well. 
I did not care that my new job paid twenty-five cents less per hour than 
minimum wage. I only cared that Mrs. Lundgren was offering me what I 
then believed to be, my final rite of passage. Thus, when my friends who 
assembled tacos or bagged groceries or sold concessions at the movie the-
aters complained about bosses and schedules, I could participate. I, too, 
could draw attention to myself by calling out to one of my friends in the 
busy hallway after school: "I can't talk now, but I'll call you when I get off 
work." 
Mrs. Lundgren had good reasons for offering the job to me instead of to 
one of the other senior girls. I had placed in the school typing contest, and 
I was being considered for the Anna Barsch Dunn Scholarship. When I 
received the scholarship the following spring, I was grateful but deeply 
embarrassed: the scholarship was awarded to a student who displayed 
good citizenship. At seventeen I did not want to be a good citizen. I 
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wanted to be Janis Joplin. In my favorite photograph of her she has 
blended a flamboyant plume of feathers into her wild hair; she has slid an 
enormous pair of round, tinted glasses far down on her nose; she has 
arranged the four long strings oflove beads hanging from her neck against 
her see-through shirt (she is braless) in such a way that you can't not see 
her tight nipples. Joplin cocks her head to the side and smiles playfully. 
She is on the brink of pure delight. Who but a rich rock star could appear 
in public like that? Of course, I did not want to die young as "Pearl" had, 
but I did want to be as wild, gritty, and unpredictable as she had been. 
Much to my dismay, most people didn't see any similarities between me 
and my idol. Like Mrs. Lundgren, they judged me to be quiet, efficient, 
and reliable. 
Kephart's Flower Shop was in an old brick building sandwiched be-
tween the Royal, the better of Burlington, Iowa's two movie theaters, and 
Berthoff's, our finest clothing store, where an employee, a black woman, 
ran the elevator for customers between the first and fourth floors and 
where the salesperson sent one's money to the office and then received the 
receipt in a pneumatic tube. On the rare occasions that my mother or-
dered flowers, she did not call Kephart's but the more reasonably priced 
Potpourri or Tyrrell's. Consequently, I had never been inside Kephart's 
Flower Shop until my first day of work. Then I stepped from the slushy, 
dirty snow and afternoon traffic into a room drenched with color and fra-
grance. "May I help you?" asked a suited saleswoman with a generous bo-
som and a gray version of Pat Nixon's coiffure. I told her I was the new typ-
ist. "Oh, yes," she said. "My name is Helen. Please follow me." We passed 
through a room where potted begonias, chrysanthemums, and poinsettias 
wrapped in colored foil and decorated with thick, shiny ribbons stood 
on tables draped in velveteen next to lavishly decorated Christmas trees. 
We passed through a second room where one wall was lined with glass-
doored refrigerators. Within those cool, white interiors long-stemmed 
roses and pastel orchids exhaled. Finally we passed through a darker work-
room where people wearing blue jeans, smocks, and sensible shoes stood 
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around two large tables where they snipped, wired, and taped daisies and 
carnations. 
Helen pointed up a half-flight of stairs to a landing where a manual 
typewriter sat atop a rolltop desk. "You'll work there," she said. Behind the 
desk, separating my work area from the owner's office, was a wall, most of 
which was window. I would soon discover that the only windows that 
opened to the outside - other than the front show windows - were in this 
office on the far wall and in the restroom. But neither afforded much light 
since they opened onto the building-lined alley. Years later when I read 
Melville's "Bartleby the Scrivener," in an American literature survey, I 
would imagine my dark work area at Kephart's to be the dreary setting 
where the inscrutable law copyist chose not to work. 
"The new girl is here," Helen said to someone in the office. Then 
Helen placed her hands on my shoulders and guided me toward the boss's 
desk. A large woman with wild, white hair and an eye patch swiveled in 
her chair until she faced me. ''I'm Edie Burchard," she said gruffly. ''You 
may call me Edie. And this is Marlene, who keeps the books." The thin, 
blond woman at the other desk nodded at me. 
Edie explained that my job was to collect the orders from the wire bas-
ket on her desk as soon as I clocked in. The cubbyholes on my desk were 
filled with several different types of greeting cards. I was to select the type 
of card that seemed most appropriate for the message that Edie or Mar-
lene had recorded on the order form. For instance, on a birthday order I 
was to choose from a juvenile card (balloons, cake, and candles), a femi-
nine card (roses and a string of pearls), or a masculine card (mums, pheas-
ant feathers, and a pipe). Mter I typed the message onto the little card 
("Happy Birthday, Grandma / Love, / Linda, Dan & the kids") and the ad-
dress onto the little envelope (1 mile west on Lower Augusta Road; red 
house, white barn and fence), I was to insert the card into the envelope 
and close (but not seal) the flap. Then I was to paper clip the envelope 
to the order form, which I would deliver to Pat, the head florist. Mter Pat 
received the orders, she assigned the work - a twenty-five-dollar center-
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piece to Mike, a cemetery wreath to Pam, a gladiola funeral spray to Pat, a 
rose corsage to Mike, etc. When the order was finished, the card and en-
velope would be attached to the plant or flower by a thin green ribbon. 
Edie stressed that accuracy was important. Customers who saw their 
name or their loved one's name misspelled on the little cards would take 
their floral dollars to Tyrrell's or Potpourri. Accuracy was important since 
each card or envelope that I threw away because of a typo decreased 
Kephart's profit margin on that order. Accuracy was important since one 
wrong or transposed number on the envelope (1615 S. 12th instead of 
1612 S. 15th) meant a delivery to the wrong address, and Kephart's was not 
in business to deliver free flowers. When Edie asked me if I thought that I 
was the girl for the job I answered, "Oh, yes." I figured that as long as I 
made no mistakes, the job would be a snap. 
I soon discovered that the job wasn't as easy as it appeared. Typing in 
straight lines was difficult since the tiny, stiff cards wouldn't stay on the 
typewriter roller. So I held the card on the roller with my left hand and 
typed with my right hand. Picking the right card wasn't always easy either. 
Should I attach a juvenile, feminine, or masculine birthday card to a five-
plant terrarium for someone named "Scooter"? And too, since Edie yelled 
at everyone from the delivery boys on up to Pat and Marlene, I was appre-
hensive. I feared that if I made a mistake and Edie found it, she would yell 
at me, too. Perhaps she would even fire me. The only thing worse than not 
having a job was telling my friends that I had been fired from the only job 
I had ever had. But Edie never discovered my mistakes. If Pat found that I 
had made a mistake, she returned the order to me and quietly asked me to 
double check it. If I caught one of my own mistakes, typed downhill, or 
smeared the letters, I simply stuffed the spoiled card or envelope in my 
purse and threw it away at home. 
Once I got caught up on the typing and replenished the supply of 
cards, envelopes, and paper clips on my desk, I had nothing to do. I always 
carried a book in my purse, but I was too fearful of Edie's wrath to read 
while waiting for more orders to come in. So I sat at my desk and listened. 
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Through Edie's telephone conversations, which I could not help but hear, 
I learned that she and her husband maintained two homes: one in 
Burlington, which she planned to close up the day after Christmas, and 
one in upstate New York, where she planned to reside until early Febru-
ary. Then Edie would return to Burlington for the busy spring floral sea-
son (Valentine's Day through the June weddings). From early July until 
just after Thanksgiving she would again reside in what she called "Ca-
tabwa Country." Both of my parents worked full time just to pay for one 
house and two old cars. I figured that if Edie could afford two homes and 
all that traveling between, she was a bona fide rich person. 
Yet Edie did not look like a rich person. Elegant Helen, who probably 
made little more than minimum wage and had no job security to speak of, 
more closely matched my conception of a rich person than did my boss. 
Since Edie was always flushed and hot, she wore sleeveless shells with her 
stretch knit pants even in December, revealing the red and white mottled 
flesh of her thick upper arms. She looked and sounded as though she had 
never exercised a day in her sixty-some years, since she was always out of 
breath, even when doing nothing more strenuous than calling an FTD 
order on the telephone. A flesh-colored patch covered one of her eyes; 
outdated cat-eye glasses covered both. Since she had recently had foot 
surgery, she wore a wooden plank on the bottom of her left foot. Conse-
quently, her gait had an unsettling sound: the step-thump, step-thump not 
only meant that Edie was coming, but I guessed that it was the same omi-
nous sound that Captain Ahab's carved bone leg must have made when it 
hit the quarter deck. Apparently, the cumbersome boot made it difficult 
for Edie to leave her desk. So if she needed another cup of coffee or an or-
der form, she asked one of us to fetch it to her. But nothing stopped her if 
she wanted to yell at someone. Then she hobbled out of her office and de-
scended the stairs sideways as she cursed about her immobility and the 
employee's inefficiency. We were all sorry when Edie graduated from her 
wooden plank to a pair of felt bedroom slippers: not only had she become 
more mobile, but she no longer gave us a clear warning of her approach. 
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From my vantage point I also learned that none of the floral designers 
and delivery people had been at Kephart's very long, nor did they plan to 
stay. Rather, they were waiting for jobs at other florists to open up (Pat 
eventually went to Potpourri) or had applied for other types of work (Mike 
went to Montgomery Ward, where he sold men's clothing). It was good 
that they found other jobs, since Edie had a reputation for firing any 
employee who cost her money. Though I never saw her fire anyone dur-
ing the winter, spring, and following Christmas that I worked for her, I 
knew that she was training a new delivery boy (a man my father's age) to 
replace the delivery boy (a high school student) that she had fired just 
before my arrival. And, too, the stories were believable, since I had heard 
her threaten to fire employees who had made a slow delivery or who had 
misplaced an order. Edie even yelled at people for matters beyond their 
control - if, say, the orchids in the refrigerator perished because no one 
had ordered an orchid corsage that week. Edie never yelled at me. But 
then I didn't handle flowers, money, or customers. I just typed and lis-
tened. I even suspected that Edie appreciated my efficiency and reliabil-
ity. While she never bothered to learn my name ("Tell The Girl' I need 
that last order back"), she sometimes told me to get myself a doughnut 
(or cookie or chocolate) from "the mezz." She wasn't really giving any-
thing away since she and the other employees left food to share on the 
table beneath the time clock on the mezzanine. Yet I sensed approval in 
this gesture. 
The only long-time employees at Kephart's were Helen, who was as far 
removed from Edie as one could be without leaving the shop, and Mar-
lene, who couldn't have been closer in space to Edie. Clearly, Marlene 
had suffered from that. Mter seventeen years at Kephart's, she was needle 
thin, her stomach was permanently upset, her face was waxy and sallow, 
and she had such a small range of movements that it seemed as if her 
joints had almost rusted shut. I wanted to grab Marlene by the shoulders 
and shake her until she loosened up. I wanted to tickle the sides of her 
thin waist until she fell on the floor laughing. I wanted to tell her that such 
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a conscientious and loyal employee as she could find a boss who would 
appreciate her. 
I decided that work wasn't as glamorous as I had expected it to be. On 
Saturdays I worked in the office with Edie and Marlene, filing accounts 
and encoding bills as well as typing the little cards and envelopes from 
nine until five o'clock, with half an hour off for lunch. It was tedious, 
meaningless work made worse by the fact that Marlene chugged antacids 
and seemed even more tense than usual since Edie, who was in and out 
on weekdays, stayed on Saturday until Marlene had balanced the week's 
accounts to the penny. As I worked I listened to the click of the minute 
hand on the time clock. By eleven o'clock I was ready to go home. I was 
struck by how slowly time moved on Saturdays at work but how it flew 
when I was at home reading, doing laundry, hanging out with my best 
friend, Barb, or listening to Janis Joplin mourn lost loves. I wondered how 
all the adults I knew could stand to work so many hours almost every day 
for so many years. Great-aunt Florence sorted and filed documents at the 
courthouse. Great-aunt Pertsie trimmed rubber strips with a huge pair of 
scissors on the assembly line at Dryden's (a division of Sheller Manufac-
turing) in Keokuk. Granny Parris changed diapers, dumped bedpans, and 
made beds at the hospital. Though I wasn't sure what my father's job as a 
boilermaker for CB&Q entailed, I guessed that it offered as little variety 
as my job. Even my college-educated mother taught the same lesson sev-
eral times in one day, year after year at Burlington High School. What 
numbing process prepared one for this endurance test? Perhaps the same 
process that caused people to lose their definition as they aged - hair 
thinning and fading, body outlines softening and falling, minds refusing 
to move past the past - also made it possible for them to bear duller 
and duller activities until, indeed, they actually looked forward to going 
to work. 
Or perhaps it was the type of employment that made a difference. My 
boyfriend, Tim, pumped gas, checked engine fluids and tire pressure, and 
washed windshields at Holly's Main DX every day after school from 3: 30 
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until 6: 00 and from 8: 00 until 6: 00 on Saturdays. His only complaint 
about his job was that he couldn't get more hours. I never got to see the 
faces of the people who received Kephart's cards and flowers. But Tim's 
customers thanked him and sometimes tipped him after he removed the 
street dust and bird poop from their windshields. Perhaps work that per-
mitted one to chat with customers, to see the results of one's labors, and to 
move around outside was more natural and satisfying than toiling in a dark, 
isolated, Dickensian sweatshop with Edie and Marlene. But, too, Tim had 
to buy almost everything he needed. Before payday arrived he calculated 
his week's earnings down to the penny and planned how much pocket 
change he had after he set aside money for gasoline, school lunches, what-
ever clothing he needed, his monthly payment on his '67 Chevy Impala, 
and his car insurance. For Tim, more hours meant more badly needed 
money. Perhaps such necessity made work bearable. But it would be a few 
more years before I understood the motivating power of financial neces-
sity. At seventeen I had a job because I was in love with the idea of having 
a job. I wouldn't have quit even if it meant getting my Saturdays back. 
Each afternoon I had a little time to kill between the time I punched 
out at five o'clock or so and when my father arrived to pick me up. So I ex-
amined the merchandise, or, rather, I examined the price of the merchan-
dise, in the showroom. For twenty dollars I could buy a dozen long-
stemmed roses, cushioned in green wax paper in a long, thin, white box. 
Cut flower centerpieces started at twenty dollars. Even a dozen boxed car-
nations were twelve dollars. For an additional five dollars you could have 
them arranged with a cloud of baby's breath and leatherleaf in a standard 
green glass vase. Kephart's was Burlington's most expensive and pres-
tigious flower shop, in part because of its prime, downtown location, in 
part because some of the flowers were homegrown in Kephart's own 
greenhouses (my father's father had worked there), but mostly because 
Kephart's was the oldest and most well established of Burlington's florists. 
This meant that customers paid dearly for the gold sticker that adorned 
each purchase: Kephart's - Fine Flowers since 1913. Still I was startled 
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when I turned over the price tag on a silk flower arrangement in a crystal 
vase and saw $39.99 written in Helen's small, fine script. Who could afford 
such costly arrangements for their dining room tables? Probably the same 
people who bought all their clothes at Berthoff's - doctors, lawyers, 
bankers, and nightclub owners. At the very most, average people like my 
parents and their friends could only order Kephart's flowers for special 
passages - births, graduations, marriages, anniversaries, and deaths. 
Sometimes while I waited for my father to pick me up from work I 
imagined living in the type of horne in which there was always a fresh 
floral arrangement on the table beneath the mirror in the vestibule. If 
Tim and I lived in such a house I would always order carnations. A mere 
whiff of that flower, then and now, transports me to the time when my 
mother and I went to Moline, Illinois, so that I could be a one-day guest 
on Romper Room, one of the few children's television programs at that 
time. The bright lights, cords, microphones, and cameramen of the studio 
Romper Room were so unlike the Romper Room I watched at horne that I 
was frightened and did not want to leave my mother. The part of our trip 
that I liked far better was the visit we paid after the show to my mother's 
cousin Betty at her flower shop in Milan, Illinois. I helped Betty place 
long-stemmed white carnations in buckets of colored water. When we 
returned hours later, the carnations had drawn the dye into their petals, 
producing very uncarnationlike hues - bright orange, deep purple, tur-
quoise. One whiff of the carnation's indescribable fragrance, one touch of 
the green chalicelike receptacle that holds the rufHed petals, and I am 
three years old, in my mother's care, in the magical, exotic places where 
television programs are made and where flowers get their color. I have 
loved flowers ever since. Enough so that the summer following my gradu-
ation from high school I took a full-time job at Burlington's new florist and 
greenhouse, the House of Flowers. There the hours I spent wiring and 
taping flowers in the work room or watering and weeding in the swelter-
ing heat of the greenhouse were made bearable by the pleasure I took in 
the scent, hue, and shape of flowers. 
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I doubted that Edie had ever loved flowers. I never saw her caress a 
blossom, inhale a fragrance, or turn a plant from side to side until she 
found its best side. I never saw her insist that she be the one to service 
a wedding for the sheer pleasure of pinning corsages and boutonnieres 
on happy people. In fact, the only time I saw Edie smile was when Will 
McCann, Sr., at Farmers & Merchants Bank & Trust ordered a large, 
fifteen-dollar poinsettia for each of his better customers - fifty-some in 
all. Perhaps Edie had once loved flowers, too, and had kept fresh flowers 
on the table beneath the mirror in her vestibule. But after decades in the 
floral business she had come to see flowers as nothing but merchandise. 
And perhaps Edie had once liked her employees, too, but after decades in 
the floral business she came to see them as nothing but the mistake-prone 
movers of merchandise. 
During my time at Kephart's I had a glimpse of how the work experi-
ence could change one's thinking. While I had taken my first job because 
I had been in love with the idea of having a job and the legitimacy it con-
ferred, I became increasingly absorbed in thoughts of what my time could 
buy. On the morning of my first Saturday at Kephart's, Edie hobbled out 
of her office, stood on the top step, and called out names. Each employee 
climbed the half-flight of stairs to receive his or her paycheck. All the 
names had been called except mine when Edie turned around and 
clumped back into her office. "Checks are always a week behind," Pat 
said. "You'll get this week's pay next week." I had not calculated my pay, 
but I had great expectations. I assumed that through this job I would 
earn enough money to buy a thirty-dollar gold ring I had seen at Law's 
Jewelry and have it engraved with a letter T for Tim's Christmas present. 
Maybe I would buy some new clothes for myself, and, of course, I would 
put something aside - either for college or to get my teeth straightened or 
for when Tim and I were married. The one-week wait only increased my 
anticipation. 
The following Saturday, after Edie handed a check to each of the regu-
lar employees, she handed me a slim, brown envelope. I did not want to 
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open the envelope in the presence of the other employees, who all knew 
that it was my first payday and might ask me something embarrassing like, 
"How does it feel to have your first payday?" In my effort to appear non-
chalant and worldly I stuffed the brown envelope into my purse without 
looking and returned to the office. After I encoded another half-dozen or 
so orders I excused myself to use the restroom. Once behind the locked 
door I opened the brown envelope. Inside I found a ten, a five, a one-dol-
lar bill, and one quarter. $16.25. My dreams of a gold initial ring for Tim 
and straight teeth for me vanished. My long Saturdays and my careful typ-
ing had not earned me enough money to buy a dozen pastel carnations, 
arranged with a cloud of baby's breath and leatherleaf in a standard green 
glass vase. 
114 : Gainful Employment 
~ I had not attended my five-, ten-, or fifteen-year reunions. Curiosity 
drove me to my twenty-year reunion in 1994. 
The festivities were to be the first weekend in August, but reservations 
had to be made and paid for in January for the Friday night kegger at the 
Knights of Columbus Hall and the Saturday evening dinner at the Ra-
mada Inn of Burlington. The spiral bound "memory book," in which all 
participating classmates listed their addresses, occupations, spouses, chil-
dren, and stepchildren, had to be ordered in January, too. My first diffi-
culty: for the memory book I was to answer the question "What are your 
memories of high school?" What little I did remember - staying home 
"sick" so I wouldn't have to play volleyball in gym class; crash dieting on 
weekends; having sex with Tim on a mattress in the attic of his father's 
house or on my living room floor after my parents went to bed; dropping 
chemistry after two tutors dropped me - I did not want to share. Instead, 
I borrowed the answer essayist Maxine Hong Kingston says she used on a 
similar reunion survey: "This question is too hard. Can I come anyway?" 
If anyone recognized the plagiarism, so much the better. I had found 
someone who read what I read. 
As soon as my check was in the mail, the dreams began. Breakfast in 
an attic apartment with Ellen Wenzel, the Band Queen, an honor I had 
wanted for myself. At the time, I didn't understand why the band chose 
Ellen. She had been a member of the National Honor Society, which cer-
tainly didn't recommend one as queen material. Other girls in the band 
were of more certain social class and of less dazzling academic achieve-
ments than Ellen. And Ellen played the clarinet, an ugly, squawking, and 
too common instrument. French horns, oboes, and flutes were more aes-
thetically pleasing and rarer. At the time, I guessed that Ellen had won the 
title because she had the entire clarinet section voting for her. Now I'm 
glad that Ellen was our queen: she was smart, friendly, and common in 
the best sense of the word. After high school graduation, Ellen attended 
the community college and worked at the grocery store, where she would 
still be working at our twenty-year reunion. In my dream Ellen and I were 
eating grapefruits (a nasty, bitter fruit that I would eat only if I was starv-
ing) at a high round table beneath the rafters in Grandma Knopp's house 
when pretty and popular Vicki Hausmann, whom I had not even known 
well enough to exchange perfunctory "hellos" with in hallways between 
classes, walked past, snubbing us both. In my dream Vicki had not 
changed: she was still so concerned about maintaining her coiffure (a 
teased flip, outdated even in high school) that if she had wanted to ac-
knowledge us, she would not have turned her head but only have moved 
her eyes. 
A few nights later, I dreamed that even though I had reached the end 
of the road in university degrees I still hadn't earned my high school 
diploma, which meant that nothing I had done since high school 
counted. In my nightmare I was back at BHS earning those final, few 
credits. First on my nightmare schedule was physical education. I was 
wearing myoId, powder blue, snap-up-the-front gymsuit; the volleyball 
was coming straight at me. Instead of spiking the ball, I hid my face. The 
girl jocks ridiculed me. Second on my schedule was Mrs. Ruttenbeck's 
history class. I was thirty-seven years old, wearing nothing but my under-
wear, surrounded by sixteen year olds, and hoping the teacher would not 
call on me to write on the chalkboard. 
Next I was late to lunch, which meant that I probably wouldn't find a 
safe place to sit. In high school I had been dimly aware of the other stu-
dents' social class most of the time, but in the cafeteria it was foremost in 
my mind: social class was clearly demarcated; crossing class lines could 
have immediate and lasting repercussions. The ultracool (those brains 
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from well-off families and some of the jocks) sat at the front and center 
tables nearest the food lines. Like a nimbus, the cool kids sat at tables sur-
rounding the ultracools. The uncool (people who never dated) and the 
ultrauncool (people who carried all their textbooks to each class and who 
went to meetings of the International Order of the Rainbow or the Order 
of De Molay) sat farthest from the food lines. Black students were clus-
tered near the jukebox. The rest of the seats were for those of us who were 
neither cool nor uncool nor black but in the middle rank of the social 
stratification, the rank and file. For the most part, girls sat on the east side 
of the cafeteria., boys on the west. With the exception of those who crossed 
gender lines so they might eat lunch with a beloved, only the ultracool 
and the black students were not segregated by gender. 
In my dream all chairs were taken at the tables where my friends were 
sitting. If I was to find a seat, I had to move out of my social class. Though 
I had black friends, racial divisions were so great in our school that my sit-
ting with the black students or vice versa wasn't an option. My choice was 
to elbow my way in with the ultracool and their cool satellites, take my 
rightful place with the ultrauncool, or give my full tray to the dishwashers 
and leave hungry. But the latter wasn't a satisfactory solution, since people 
would know I was leaving because there was no place where I fit in. I 
grabbed the nearest empty chair, ate quickly, and left. During my senior 
year I found it easier to go to the library at noon with Janice Harmon (rank 
and file) and do algebra homework while my stomach growled than to risk 
standing around the cafeteria with a tray in hand and no safe place to sit. 
But in my nightmare Janice wasn't there to rescue me. 
In my waking hours I fantasized that I would strike up old or new 
friendships at the reunion. My new friends and I would begin calling each 
other, writing letters, and visiting. Even though we hadn't seen each other 
for two decades, we were bound fast by the shared experiences of our for-
mative years: the end of the Vietnam War; the novelty of a police officer 
patrolling our high school halls for the first time; the untimely death of 
Jim Croce; wide bell bottom jeans; downtown Burlington before West-
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land Mall was built; The Catcher in the Rye, though I can't remember if I 
read that book in a class or on my own. Mer my reunion, I would have 
friends as well as family to visit in Burlington. 
And, too, I fantasized that at the reunion I would meet a man, healed 
from his divorce (no children to muddy the waters), in need of a good 
woman from the same time zone, the same dot on the map. I would ease 
out of my bad marriage and into a good one. I would return to my home-
town once and for all, as I had always dreamed I would, and become an 
indispensable citizen. I would write frequent letters to the Hawk-Eye 
about local politics, and I would lead crusades to save patches of wildness 
and family farms from the developers. My children would grow up in 
Faith Methodist Church; they would open savings accounts at Farmers & 
Merchants Bank & Trust; they would play in band concerts in the Crapo 
Park band shell; they would borrow books from the one-hundred-year-old 
public library; they would come to know our stretch of the Mississippi like 
the backs of their hands. The man I met or remet at my reunion would be 
my ticket home. 
The Knights of Columbus Hall was so dark and smoky that I couldn't 
see the crowd, but I could hear the jukebox blaring Don McLean's "Bye, 
Bye Miss American Pie." At the registration table, Band Queen Ellen 
Wenzel, heavier and older than when she represented us in a plaid mini 
skirt and jacket at Band Day, located my name tag. As my eyes adjusted to 
the dark I made out long tables jutting out from the wall, parallel to each 
other as they had been in the BHS cafeteria. Then a sea of faces. What if 
these people only remembered all the un cool things I had done - not 
having the right answer when the teacher called on me in class or walking 
out of the girls' restroom with my long hair tucked into my pants? What 
if the people I had known did not show up? Worse yet, what if no one 
remembered me? My stomach rolled. I was too nervous even to feign 
nonchalance. 
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People were standing in clumps, talking and laughing. At sixteen I 
might have assumed that my recent entrance and. my conspicuous un-
coolness were the topics of conversation in each of the huddles, but now I 
knew better. My classmates had not even noticed me. I sat at one of the 
long tables, surrounded by empty chairs. In this nightmare I was the first 
one throug~ the lunch line. Would anyone sit with me? 
I pored over my memory book as if that was the real reason I was there. 
Periodically, I lifted my head to study the crowd. One moment I was an 
aphasiac who recognized faces but could not name them. The next mo-
ment, I was in a bad dream in which I knew the name but found that the 
face it matched was warped or distorted. Brenda McCann (ultrauncool), 
the wealthy banker's red-headed, terribly awkward, six-feet-something 
daughter, stood heads above almost everyone else. Vicky Jones (ultracool), 
former student council president, stood out in a different way: she was the 
only black class member in the room. Jay Jansen (ultracool), a former ball 
player, had strategically positioned himself between the women's restroom 
and the snack table. Same old Jay. Vicki Hausmann (cool) couldn't hide 
though she may have wanted to: she was at least one hundred pounds 
heavier in the flesh than in high school or in my dream. Laura Faber (sta-
tus uncertain), a thin, brainy redhead whom I had known in Sunday 
School at Faith Methodist but whose path never crossed mine in high 
school, was now a physician and utterly gorgeous. But where was my for-
mer best friend and next-door neighbor, Barb Ament (rank and file)? 
Where was my junior high friend and my driver's education partner, Mar-
cia Wynn (rank and file)? Where was my summer run-around pal, Cathy 
Spitzman (uncool)? If I left now, it would be apparent to everyone that I 
was leaving because I had no friends. Totally uncool. I had to stay 
an hour. 
On my third trip to the restroom I found two unchanged faces: Liz 
Mathis and Tracy Lehman. Liz had been on the High-Steppers marching 
squad, which gave one immediate status. Tracy hadn't done anything to 
earn an extra photo in the yearbook, but because her friends were ultra-
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cool she was, too. Status by association. I figured that Liz and Tracy were 
probably still cooler than me and would not acknowledge me, nor would 
I risk rejection by acknowledging them. While I waited for a toilet stall to 
open up I stared at my shoes, pretending to be absorbed in deep thought. 
Let them wonder what I was thinking. I heard Tracy say that she was wor-
ried that her mother would not be able to get Tracy's daughter to sleep, 
since the baby still breast-fed before bed. Liz asked Tracy for a tampon. 
"Next reunion, we'll be having hot flashes," Liz said. Nothing extraordi-
narily cool about that conversation. Maybe Tracy and Liz were just regu-
lar folks. But the high school experience had been so strong and formative 
that with one glimpse of their faces I had regressed into adolescent pat-
terns of thinking and behaving. 
When I returned to my table, I continued studying the crowd while I 
half hid my face behind my memory book. I looked up to see Rod Russell 
(uncool), now a class A drinking water treatment operator in Charlotte, 
Florida, enter the room. The not-so-funny joke of our senior year was that 
Rod, one of the automotive shop students who took the "gear-head" En-
glish class, had been nominated by his auto-shop buddies as class speaker. 
Now I hope that a band of Marxist rebels had been behind the nomina-
tion. At the very least, I hope that those behind the nomination were 
protesting the fact that it was always one of the rich, brainy types who won 
the honor of being class speaker - and almost any other coveted distinc-
tion. Rod won the election, which meant that many more people than 
just his buddies cast ballots for him. Perhaps the rank and file were also 
disgruntled that people like us were never class speakers. Perhaps the 
ultracool were having a big laugh at Rod's expense. I did not vote for Rod, 
though now I cannot remember why not or whom I did vote for. Some 
students and teachers had been quite angry that someone of Rod's class 
would be on the podium at graduation, though no one would have spoken 
of the problem quite that directly. But the joke was on them. Rod wore 
a good suit to the event, and he delivered what I remember as a good 
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speech. Some said that his English teacher helped him write his speech; 
others said that his English teacher wrote the speech. Either way, Rod 
broke new ground. 
As I flipped through my memory book, studying my classmates' occu-
pations, I realized that for the most part the grown-up class of '74 consisted 
of two groups: a suburban, professional class, most of whom had moved 
away; a blue-collar or service class, many of whom had stayed in Burling-
ton. The Have-a-Lots and the Just-Enoughs. I guessed that the Have-Nots 
do not attend class reunions. Either they did not want to make known the 
details of their present existence or reunions simply cost too much money. 
When I came to my own entry in the memory book I was struck by how 
pretentious it was to have preceded both my name and my then-husband, 
Marc's with "Dr." especially since beautiful, successful Laura Faber, the 
physician, had gone titleless. I never used my title and, in fact, was rather 
embarrassed when one of my students did. I guessed that when I had pro-
vided information for the memory book in January (less than a month af-
ter I received my Ph.D.) I felt the need to convince my former classmates 
that I was somebody, that I had married a somebody, and that we had 
plenty. 
I looked up to find an old acquaintance, Margaret Edgar (rank and 
file), and her husband. In high school Margaret and I had both been in 
the orchestra, Margaret sitting with the violinists, me with the flautists. 
But I didn't know her until we met again eleven years after graduation 
when we were both single mothers attending Western Illinois University. 
Next, I was joined by my Corse Elementary friends: Cathy Kohlmeier 
(rank and file), with whom I had played Black Beauty and Old Bones the 
Wonder Horse during third- and fourth-grade recesses; Mimi Woods (un-
cool), from one of the poorest families in the school, who had often 
walked home from school with me; Cindy Butler (rank and file), a cellist 
in the school orchestra; and Terri Anderson (uncool), my best friend in 
first grade. I sought out Jackie Koester (uncool), who was at the same time 
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the most physically developed girl in the seventh grade and the only girl 
who still played with Barbie dolls. But twenty years shorten what one re-
members: these once close friends and I quickly exhausted our shared 
memories. 
A respectable hour and a half had passed. It was time for me to leave. 
The crowd at the second night of the reunion at the Ramada Inn was 
four times the size of that at the Knights of Columbus hall and was better 
dressed. I wondered how many of my classmates had tried to lose weight, 
grow hair, remove hair, or cover crow's feet to prepare for the event. If 
Tim had been in the class of '74 instead of '75 I suppose that I would have 
gone to the same lengths, too. I joined Cindy Butler and Cathy Kohlmeier 
at their table. The worst part of the evening was over: I had found a seat in 
the cafeteria. Five seats remained at our table. Mimi Woods, overdressed 
but lovely in an ankle-length, backless black dress, took one. Tammy 
Cooper (uncool) and her husband each took a seat. I had not known 
Tammy in high school; nor had I known her when she was an LPN at the 
nursing home where I worked as kitchen help my first two summers home 
from college (there, Tammy had status; I did not). Tracy Lehman and Liz 
Mathis took the last two seats. Our table was filled with a curious mixture 
of ultracool, cool, uncool, and rank and files, or, rather, Have-a-Lots and 
Just-Enoughs. Tracy and Liz said that Brenda McCann had a date to the 
Billy Joel and Elton John concert in Ames, Iowa. In high school Brenda 
always claimed to be dating members of the University of Iowa basketball 
team. Before I could stop myself, I blurted out what all of us were prob-
ably thinking: "Brenda has another hot date with someone who doesn't 
exist?" Tracy and I talked about Vermont, where she lived. I told her that I 
had attended a writers conference in Vermont, loved the Green Moun-
tains and her state's efforts to restrict development and require recycling. 
Tracy confessed that she had always wanted to be a writer: I was living her 
dream. 
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The after-dinner entertainment was a slide show and narration of our 
high school years that the reunion committee had prepared. The faces of 
the same core group of ultracool people appeared over and over, as if the 
only thing of significance that happened our senior year was Jay Jansen 
and his jock cohorts vandalizing the trophy case. I hadn't cared when 
I was in high school; I cared even less twenty years later. Ellen's Band 
Queen picture showed space between her thighs. The picture of the 
three-member ski team included a gangling Brenda McCann. "Imagine 
her on skis," someone snickered. Mr. Fred Rottmann was pictured in side-
burns, a plaid suit, a wild, patterned tie, and BeatIe boots. I recalled that 
his Western Civilization class had not been as wild as his clothes. He had 
played the televised Watergate hearings for too many weeks. What other 
classes had I taken? I recalled one English class in which I feigned deli-
cate feminine disgust every time Dennis Martin (almost cool) cracked his 
knuckles. But who had been the teacher? What was the course? What had 
we read? What grades had I received in high school? Probably high ones 
in band, typing, English, psychology, and history; low ones in science, 
math, and physical education. Certainly I had not received the type of 
grades that would have qualified me for an academic or fine arts scholar-
ship, though they were good enough to qualify me for the Anna Barsch 
Dunn Scholarship for good citizenship - which I guessed was either a 
consolation prize for not being good enough to earn a real scholarship or 
a reward for keeping quiet. 
When I returned from the bathroom, Cathy Kohlmeier and Cindy But-
ler were chatting with Joel Malcolm. I dimly remembered him, not from 
high school but from junior high. Now he was an engineer in Des Moines 
and had published a chapbook of poetry with a press I had never heard of. 
Joel was particularly interested that I was a writer, too, and he did not wear 
a wedding ring. I wanted to check my memory book to see if he was mar-
ried but couldn't in his presence. In a totally uncool moment I dipped 
into the men's restroom. I realized my mistake the moment I saw a urinal, 
quickly exited, and darted into the women's restroom. I found Joel's name 
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in the book. He did not list a spouse and children. For his "memory of 
high school" he had written: "Like Holden Caulfield, I didn't fit in. Like 
Holden Caulfield, I didn't want to and still haven't grown up." I appreci-
ated his honesty about his social status and his parallel sentence struc-
tures. Maybe I should write to Joel. A week after the reunion I received a 
letter from him, explaining how I could order his chapbook of poems 
about his experience with past life regression. I guessed that Joel had gone 
to the reunion at least in part to drum up buyers. I probably seemed like a 
likely reader and buyer of poetry since in the memory book I had listed 
my occupation as a writer and a teacher of writing. 
When the disk jockey played "Smoke on the Water" by Deep Purple 
and "Loco-motion" by Grand Funk Railroad, couples and groups of fe-
males moved to the dance floor. I had not gone to any of my high school 
dances because I didn't know how to dance and did not want to learn in 
the presence of an audience. Besides, I wasn't exactly overwhelmed by in-
vitations. Tim was relieved when I declined his invitation to the prom. He 
thought dances and their trappings cost too much money. On prom night 
my parents took us out for dinner. From there, they went to the dance 
since my mother, then the junior class sponsor, was one of the chaper-
ones. Tim and I went to my house and watched television. Now I regret 
not participating in that primal high school ritual. Now I regret not 
searching for obvious solutions to my problem. Like asking my father or 
mother to teach me to dance. Like going to the dance but using some be-
lievable excuse to avoid actually dancing - asthma, tight shoes, or reli-
gious objections. Like casting off my stifling inhibitions and dancing the 
way I danced when I was alone. Mter all, one school dance could not have 
plunged me from the rank and file into the un cool category. Or. could it? 
At any rate, at age thirty-seven I was attending my first high school dance. 
Cindy, Cathy, and their friend Becky Brown (uncool), who arrived af-
ter she got off work, wanted to escape the reunion crowds by going for 
drinks at Gator's across the street. I declined. They were old friends; I had 
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not been part of their group; for me the reunion was over. I was in bed at 
my parents' house long before curfew. 
Though events from my elementary and early junior high school years 
have found their way into several of my essays, my middle and late teen 
years are blurred or blank. As a result, I can't write an essay directly about 
high school but must reenter that time twenty-some years later through an 
essay about my high school reunion. Even if Barb, Tim, and Marcia, the 
people who would have been most able to help me flesh out my past, had 
attended the reunion, I could not have reminisced about broken curfews, 
influential teachers, classroom epiphanies, or bosom buddies. During my 
middle teens my awareness had been so sharply constricted that I had only 
noticed the length of my skirt, how many ounces of flesh I had gained 
or lost, if my mascara was running, if my pimples were showing through 
the layers of beige Clearasil, or if people were watching me as I walked 
across the room. I noticed little about what was happening to me or out-
side of me. 
This painfully acute self-awareness is not uncommon. Any adolescent 
psychology text will tell you that one of the major intellectual advances 
during the teen years is the ability to think about what others are thinking. 
While this sounds positive, it produces a discordant combination in ado-
lescents: social sensibility and deep self-absorption. In high school I some-
times appeared to be other-directed. I wrote good and angry research 
papers about the Alaska pipeline and the population explosion that de-
manded change on personal and political levels. I spent my Wednesday 
evenings tutoring an illiterate fifth grader at a community action program. 
But at the same time I was so concerned with how I was being perceived 
by others that if someone snubbed me in the halls I assumed it was be-
cause the snubber believed I was not worthy of her attention. I could not 
see the obvious: that the snubber - also an adolescent - was so absorbed 
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in how she was being perceived that she had not seen me. Like most ado-
lescents I felt that I was always on center stage in a bright circle of light, 
where I was scrutinized and judged by an imaginary audience that at the 
time seemed very real. Fortunately, such egotistical thinking has dimin-
ished with maturity. 
The real cost of such thinking is that I have few memories, no close 
friends, and no journal entries to acquaint me with who I was at fifteen, 
sixteen, and seventeen. But I hold an image in my mind that reveals how 
it felt to be me at that time. In the image I am moving through a thick, 
dark cloud. In the center is a tiny, painfully clear and focused spot, filled 
not with friends, events, ideas, or projections of my future but with the ex-
ternal me, not as I was but through the imagined gaze of others. 
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~ When I was twenty I lived near the University of Iowa campus in 
an apartment that I shared with two unlikely roommates. Stephanie and 
Diana were both from prosperous, hard-working, Greek American fami-
lies. Both women paid their tuition with scholarships they had won in 
their hometown beauty contests (Stephanie had been Miss Muscatine; 
Diana had been Miss Burlington). As runners-up in the Miss Iowa con-
test, they had received other prizes. For instance, Stephanie had won the 
opportunity to bounce a beach ball while wearing a two-piece swimsuit in 
television commercials for a Davenport, Iowa, car salesman. Some Satur-
day evenings, Steph, her brother Alex, and I (Diana always went home to 
Burlington on weekends) watched the late movie so that we could catch 
the first airing of Steph's newest commercial. Steph not only was paid for 
her "work" but was provided with a new car for the term of her employ-
ment. I mused that perhaps ifI was thin, beautiful, and expensive looking, 
I too could make commercials instead of running my butt off at the Robin 
Hood Room, where I waited tables. Perhaps if I was thin, beautiful, and 
expensive looking, I too would be driving a car instead of waiting for 
buses, asking for rides, or walking. 
I lived with Steph and Diana out of necessity. When I was nineteen my 
friend Cheryl, who lived across the hall from me in Kate Daum Dormi-
tory, and I planned to share an apartment the following school year. But 
Cheryl broke our plans when her recently widowed mother asked her 
to live at home in Cedar Rapids and commute to Iowa City for classes. 
Cheryl urged her acquaintance Steph, who needed a third roommate, to 
consider me. When I met Steph and saw how beautiful and elegant she 
was and learned who her roommate was (Diana ·had been a year ahead of 
me at Burlington High School) I was worried. Would these two women, 
who had spent the summer recovering from their preparations for the 
Miss Iowa Pageant, and I, who had spent my summer as an assistant cook 
in a Burlington nursing home, have anything to talk about? And could I 
feel comfortable sitting around our apartment in my nightgown in the 
presence of two beauty queens? It was too late in the summer for me to 
search for other roommates and another apartment, so I accepted Steph 
and Diana's offer. Had I known what tension my gorgeous, fashionable, 
skin-deep roommates would create in my life I would have spent those 
last few weeks of the summer answering "Roommate Wanted" ads in the 
Daily Iowan. Perhaps I might even have moved back into the dormitory 
for a month or two. 
Both of my roommates were dark, slim, and busty. Diana, with her 
enormous bright, black eyes, prominent cheekbones, and wide smile, was 
beautiful by almost anyone's standards. But she was vapid. Every syllable 
she uttered diminished her beauty by several degrees. Diana was studying 
nothing in particular at the university; in fact, she rarely studied. But she 
was not without ambition: she planned to marry well. Consequently, she 
never missed a day of work transporting files from one department or floor 
to another at the University Hospitals, a job which placed her in the path 
of the medical students whom she considered to be prime husband mate-
rial. At the end of our first semester together Diana had passed too few of 
her classes and had no suitors. She quit school and moved to Kansas City, 
where her sister lived, leaving Stephanie and me to cover her outrageous 
long distance telephone bills and her third of the utilities. 
Steph was not beautiful in a classical sense, but with her New York 
makeup artist, her gymnastics coach, and her fitness club membership, 
which resulted in a flawlessly sculpted body, her manicures, pedicures, fa-
cials, and a wardrobe that required all of her closet space and half of mine, 
she was stunning in a costly way. Wherever we went, Steph turned heads. 
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While she was not a genius, she worked hard enough that she would grad-
uate, certified to teach secondary English and Spanish. But her low LSAT 
scores dashed her dreams of becoming a lawyer. After graduation she 
would move to Des Moines, model clothes, and sell real estate. 
In the presence of my lovely roommates I not only felt quite plain but 
invisible. I was blond, fair-skinned, sometimes a little on the plump side, 
with crooked teeth and a wardrobe limited to the functional. My only 
dress was the short black uniform with a white bib and red apron that my 
boss at the Robin Hood Room provided. When I wasn't working I wore 
blue jeans. The only way that I would turn heads was if I tripped while 
carrying a tray of food. 
I had always wanted to be beautiful, but beautiful was something other 
than what I was. My childhood idols had been dark, thin, classical beau-
ties like Audrey Hepburn, Leslie Carron, and Olivia de Haviland. Yet 
Janis Joplin, whom I found every bit as stunning as these women, did not 
fit my standard. In fact, Joplin's classmates at the University of Texas had 
nominated her for the position of Ugliest Man on Campus, a distinction 
that so devastated her that she never returned to school. Thereafter Joplin 
lost weight, but she did not have her bad complexion sanded as did other 
celebrities with her type of skin; she not only refused to tame her wild hair 
but made it even wilder with plumes and sprays of feathers; she did not 
cover her pallid complexion or draw out her eyes with makeup; and her 
dress and manner became increasingly flamboyant. To Joplin's fans and 
the media, her pizzazz and gusto counted far more than how closely her 
facial features matched that of the cultural ideal. To have stolen attention 
from Joplin, Steph and Diana would have had to have had a seizure or a 
falling down religious conversion. Still, I knew that the woman to whom 
"the prince" offered a beautiful life was chosen not because she was intel-
ligent, financially secure, of high birth, or had pizzazz but simply because 
she was beautiful. While Joplin might be the center of attention, it was 
Scarlett O'Hara (Gone with the Wind), Amy March (Little Women), 
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Tammy Tarleton (Tammy and the Professor), Maria von Trapp (The Sound 
of Music) , Jenny Cavilleri (Love Story), Snow White, Cinderella, or Grace 
Kelly who won the prince's hand. 
One had only to observe Steph and Diana to see that women who pos-
sessed the right clothes, straight teeth, a willowy body, and a beautiful face 
received privileges that the rest of us did not. My roommates received spe-
cial attention from their professors, our landlady, our neighbors, store 
clerks - everyone. My male friends had varying degrees of success in hid-
ing their interests in my roommates. Mter one man with whom I had gone 
out a few times met Steph, he asked her if he could take her to lunch. I 
was angry with both of them when she accepted the invitation. One Fri-
day morning Diana took her car into the garage to be repaired before her 
ninety-mile drive home for the weekend. The mechanic said that the car 
couldn't be repaired in one day and that she would have to leave it 
overnight, perhaps through the weekend. Diana was upset. She had to see 
her parents, and her brother expected her to work the front desk in his ho-
tel as she did every weekend. Diana came home from the garage driving 
the mechanic's own car, hers for the weekend. I wanted to be glamorous 
like Vogue models, movie stars, and beauty queens so that I too could re-
ceive such privileges. 
When Stephanie asked if she could do a beauty makeover for me, I ac-
cepted. She shaded my face so that it appeared as though I had higher, 
more obvious cheekbones and a squarer jaw; she shadowed the area above 
my eyes so that my sockets appeared more sunken, my eyes more promi-
nent. To balance out my bottom-heavy figure, Steph teased my hair, 
which added a few inches to my height, and she provided a set of foam 
rubber pads for me to tuck into my bra, which seemingly added handfuls 
to my bust. Generally, I was pleased with the results. While the teased 
hair, the padded bra, and my brighter, more well defined face drew atten-
tion away from my figure flaws, I felt like Dolly Parton. No teased hair for 
me. Generally, Steph was pleased but felt that we still had far to go. She 
said that the right clothes would make me appear taller and slimmer; the 
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right color combination would turn my pale skin and blond hair into an 
asset. But the money I earned at the Robin Hood Room and the money 
my mother sent each month (tuition and a little extra) barely covered my 
monthly expenses. "What about taking out a loan so you can buy some 
clothes?" Steph asked. "And what about· braces? Would your parents' 
medical insurance cover orthodontics for you?" 
I lacked the genes and the money to create the type of appearance that 
my culture valued. And I lacked the audacity to defy those values as Joplin 
had. Once again, I was on the outside. 
One Saturday evening at the beginning of our second school year to-
gether Stephanie and I dropped in at a party. She immediately found an 
attentive male to chat with; I was on my own. To make conversation, I 
asked people about the living room "curtains": three windows were cov-
ered with American flags; one was covered with a yellow, green, and red 
striped Bolivian flag. Was one of the tenants Bolivian? Was there some po-
litical significance to this three-to-one lineup? No one even cared to spec-
ulate why the hosts possessed a Bolivian flag. Finally, I found a seat where 
I could drink my beer and watch people until Steph was ready to leave. I 
really hadn't wanted to know about those flags anyway. 
A short while later, a man sitting a few feet away from me broke my 
solitude: "To break up the monotony of all those American flags." 
"What?" I asked. 
"You asked about the Bolivian flag. It's there to break up the monotony 
of all those American flags." It was not only the only answer I had re-
ceived, but it was a good answer. And apparently, this man had been 
watching me. 
If Lee had not spoken to me, I would not have noticed him. He was tall 
and too thin, his dark blond hair was balding on top, and his face was 
plain, almost pensive when he wasn't smiling - a face that too easily 
blended into the background. But as we talked I found him funny, intelli-
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gent, and enigmatic. Clearly he was well read and well educated, yet he 
said that he worked construction. When I asked him how old he was, he 
said that he was older than anyone else in the room - the closest he ever 
came to telling me his age. When Lee asked if he could drive me home 
on his motorcycle, I accepted. Once there, I loaded my Admiral suitcase 
stereo with LPs from my then modest collection of Bob Dylan. The auto-
matic arm played the last album in the stack (side three of Blonde on 
Blonde: "Most Likely You Go Your Way and I'll Go Mine," "Temporary 
Like Achilles," "Absolutely Sweet Marie," "4th Time Around," "Obviously 
5 Believers") over and over while Lee and I talked, made love, talked some 
more, and slept. 
Lee and I would spend most of the next year together, during which 
time I would learn pieces of his life story. Mter serving his time in the 
army, Lee prepared to become a Catholic priest until his doubts made 
it too difficult for him to stay. Though Lee was not willing to speak of 
the nature of his unbelief (or perhaps at twenty-one I wasn't asking the 
right questions), I inferred that it was not Catholicism but God that he 
doubted. Mter seminary, Lee attended a Jesuit university, stopping just 
short of completing his master's degree in literature, his special interest 
being Catholic fiction - or, rather, fiction by Catholics. Thereafter, he 
moved to Germany, where he taught fifth grade in a Catholic school and 
married a woman whom he later discovered to be mentally ill. Following 
their divorce and his father's death, Lee returned to the United States. His 
father had left him a large enough inheritance that Lee did not have to 
work for several years if he lived frugally and helped his brothers on the 
family farm in Kansas each summer. The rest of the year he was free to 
drift from city to city, taking work when he needed it and moving on 
when his wanderlust returned. 
When Lee arrived in Iowa City in the late summer he found the book-
stores, the university film series (we saw every film in the Ingmar Bergman 
Festival), and the bars where he could hear good, live music so enticing 
that he decided to stay there through the winter. He rented a room in a 
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house that he shared with several other men, including Robin, a Marxist 
with whom we often played cribbage. When the weather permitted Lee 
worked construction; the rest of the time he devoured the paperbacks he 
carried home from used bookstores. Sometimes he lived on coffee, beer, 
and hand-rolled cigarettes for too many days in a row. "I forget to eat," he 
claimed. Self-flagellation, 1 suspected. Occasionally he disappeared for a 
few days so that he could write, though he never spoke of the nature of his 
work. Robin wondered if Lee had a serious illness that he wasn't ~elling us 
about, since he got sick easily, recovered slowly, was so thin, and tended 
to brood. Robin was correct in believing that something was ailing Lee, 
though 1 doubted that the ailment was physical in origin. 
Lee's choice of reading material revealed to me how deeply haunted he 
was by his failure to become a priest, much less a believing Catholic. He 
read James Joyce, who had been bitterly estranged from the Irish Catholic 
Church which so fueled his imagination. He read Graham Greene, the 
atheist turned believing Catholic turned Catholic atheist, the latter a des-
ignation that fit Lee. He read Simone Weil, the "Catholic" ascetic, mys-
tic, and social activist who could not bring herself to join the institutional 
Church. ("I cannot help wondering whether in these days when so large a 
portion of humanity is sunk in materialism, God does not want there to 
be some men and women who have given themselves to him and to 
Christ and who yet remain outside the Church," Weil said.) Weil, who 
never converted, considered herself a Catholic by right rather than by 
fact, a distinction that 1 would have appreciated as a child. And my friend 
read Thomas Merton, the college English teacher turned whole-hearted 
convert and Trappist monk. Mter deciding to enter the Abbey of Geth-
semani, Kentucky, Merton wrote, "And already 1 was full of peace and as-
surance - the consciousness that everything was right, and that a straight 
road had opened out, clear and smooth, ahead of me." 
Lee hoped for such peace and assurance. Each morning during Lent 
he slipped out to attend 6:30 A.M. mass. 1 do not know ifhe participated in 
the drama or if he just sat expectantly in the last pew. 1 do not know if his 
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presence at mass was a type of scourging that eased or deepened his sense 
of loss. I do know that my friend was tormented by an impulse to believe 
that would not die or subside even after he concluded that what he had 
been taught to have faith in was a fiction. I do know that the great contra-
diction in my friend's life was that he saw himself as an apostate, a heretic, 
a renunciate in an absolutely Catholic universe, a position that gave him 
definition, depth, and insight. Consequently, I never doubted who Lee 
was or where he had been. In many ways, he reminded me of the male 
speakers in several of Dylan's songs. He was the man of constant sorrow 
who'd seen trouble all his days. He had been to Desolation Rowand lived 
to tell about it. He was the man made ill at ease by too much of nothing. 
And Lee was the beloved in "Love Minus Zero (No Limit)" who "knows 
there's no success like failure / And that failure's no success at all." Lee 
lived on the edge: he was what I would be if I was daring. 
Lee pushed me to become daring, too. During my late teens and very 
early twenties I had been drawn so far outside of myself that I hadn't the 
focus or clarity to read anything more demanding than the Daily Iowan or 
Steph's Vogue and Newsweek magazines. My refusal to keep up with class 
reading assignments coupled with my poor class attendance explained 
why I was placed on academic probation. In contrast, many of the people 
that I knew appeared to have received a calling and were busily preparing 
to teach, nurse, decorate living rooms, improve soil quality, or manage 
businesses. I had begun my college career as a music major but found the 
many hours of required practice each day unbearable. Instead of quitting 
the program as I should have, I grew my fingernails so long that I couldn't 
play the piano with the correct hand position, and I started smoking ciga-
rettes, which left me too breathless to complete phrases when I played my 
flute. Eventually I stopped practicing and going to lessons. The fall se-
mester of my third year (the second of my two and a half years as a sopho-
more) I changed my major from music to social work not because I was 
interested in the field but because I had heard that it was the easiest major 
on campus. But what I majored in or whether or not I attended classes 
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really didn't matter. I was certain that around the next corner awaited the 
right man, the prince who would rescue me from my aimlessness and lack 
of self-worth. 
Lee made it clear to me that thinking women were much more allur-
ing than empty-headed women - at least to men like him. My realization 
that I could never be as glamorous as Steph and Diana no matter how 
much makeup I applied, coupled with the realization that Lee was far 
more interesting than the men Steph and Diana knew, made me deter-
mined to become a "deep" person. When Lee brought me grocery bags 
filled with used paperback books - Nathaniel Hawthorne, Joseph Con-
rad, Graham Greene, George Orwell, D. H. Lawrence, Isak Dinesen, 
Jack Kerouac, Flannery O'Connor, Eric Hoffer - I read them. Then we 
discussed them. I was relieved to be reading and thinking again. 
Lee pushed me even farther. He suggested that as an exercise I play-act 
at being someone other than who I was. He explained that William Butler 
Yeats had not been comfortable with public speaking. But to impress the 
beautiful Irish patriot Maud Gonne he had delivered speeches in support 
of Irish independence, not only winning Gonne's attentions but trans-
forming himself into an eloquent voice for the cause. Try it yourself, Lee 
suggested. Cut your hair. Play tennis. Drive a convertible. Be sporty for a 
while. Then become someone else. Audition for parts in plays. Dress the-
atrically. Give one-woman shows at the drop of a hat. Walk into a room in 
such a way that people cannot ignore you. The different identities that 
you tryon will develop your hidden parts. 
I felt that I had done what Lee advised before he had advised it through 
my attempt to appear glamorous and empty-headed. Now I was ready to 
be myself. The semester after I met Lee I moved out of Steph's apartment 
into a huge, old house that I shared with some of the women who worked 
at the Robin Hood Room and their boyfriends. At the same time I 
changed my major to English. Though I had no interest in teaching, the 
career occupation for which most English majors were preparing, I liked 
being around other people who read and talked about what they had read. 
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Though I never entirely lost my desire to be glamorous, I was more will-
ing to look like myself. 
Lee was my savior, yet he was neither "the right man" nor "the prince." 
Clearly he and I were not in love. Once I took him home to meet my fam-
ily. Lee's lack of desire to court their approval (my father was dismayed by 
Lee's prediction that organized labor's political influence would continue 
to wane; my mother found him seedy-looking and rather old for me) 
confirmed my belief that he was not in love with me. During his sum-
mer on the farm in Kansas he wrote to me with regularity, though not 
with longing. In his absence I dated other men - a sure sign that I was 
not in love. And the sex we shared was, on the whole, rather dull and 
perfunctory. 
Lee said that in him I had found the "lowest common denominator." 
By that I think that he meant that in him I saw a person who had the 
barest essentials - a good brain, education, the ability to be a bit of a par-
ent to me. But there was no future with him. Lee's immediate plans after 
he helped on his mother's farm that summer included a cross-Canadian 
motorcycle trip before going to teach in Ecuador with the Peace Corps. 
But where would he go from there? Eventually his mother would die. 
Eventually he would run out of money. Eventually he would be too old or 
unhealthy for construction work. Most likely Lee was on his way down 
and out. If I had been searching for the lowest common denominator, it 
was because I wanted to move as far as I could from the social ideals that 
Stephanie and Diana represented, short of keeping company with some-
one like Arnie. He was a former physics teacher who, following the car ac-
cident that killed his wife and son, was transformed into the silent, skinny, 
greasy-haired assistant day cook at the Robin Hood Room. That winter 
Arnie turned yellow and his stomach bloated to the size of a beach ball. 
When he was finally released from the hospital and returned to work he 
found that our boss had hired a new man to replace him. A few years later, 
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Arnie died from alcohol and neglect. A slow and painful suicide, I be-
lieve. Indeed, Lee was my act of protest; but, too, he was my mentor who 
showed me what was essential. 
The last time I saw Lee was on a night in August almost a year after we 
met. On this evening I had gone to my favorite bar, Gabe and Walker's, 
with Stan, one of the cooks at the Robin Hood Room, and Theresa, one of 
the waitresses, and their friend Dan. When Stan returned from buying 
cigarettes at the downstairs bar he said that he had run into Lee. Why 
hadn't Lee notified me that he was coming to town, I wondered. When 
Stan said that Lee was just passing through on his way to Montreal I was 
even more puzzled. Lee had talked of taking me on his long-planned 
trans-Canadian trek. Though we both knew that I couldn't afford to lose 
my job or go several weeks without income, I had expected him to make a 
final attempt at persuading me to go. Why had he decided to go alone and 
at this time? By the end of the evening I had answers to my questions. Lee 
explained that the woman who was accompanying him was thirty-one -
ten years older than me and closer to his age (I had learned from his 
driver's license that he was thirty-eight). As if age suddenly mattered. They 
were going now because she had vacation time from her nursing job at the 
Veterans Administration Hospital. Lee said that he had tried to tell me 
about his plans during his last visit to Iowa City that summer but that I 
had not let him get a word in edgewise. At that time I had sensed that he 
wanted to tell me something I didn't want to hear, though I had guessed it 
to be that he wasn't returning to Iowa City after the harvest was in. I had 
always known that he would leave for good. What I hadn't expected was 
for him to leave with someone else. 
Now when I think of Lee I recall a movie I saw as a teenager. It is about 
a terminally ill young woman (I found neither the name of the movie nor 
the starring actress after a long search through Videohound's Golden 
Movie Retriever) who devotes each month of the remaining year in her life 
to a different man who needs to learn how to live. One of her projects, for 
instance, is a man who is so obsessed with time and work that he misses 
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too much of what is essential. One of the first things the woman does is to 
remove all timepieces from the man's presence, freeing him to follow his 
heart instead of the clock. Of course each man falls in love with the 
woman; of course each man doesn't want to leave at the end of his month, 
though he must, since someone else in need of a mentor is about to cross 
the dying woman's path. Lee's next project, the nurse, was tall, rather awk-
wardly built. Her face was plain and she had straight black hair that curled 
at the ends in an odd way. Not beautiful - or at least not yet. Lee would 
teach her to see herself in a different light just as Lee had taught me -
and as Henry Mohr had taught my mother. 
And sometimes when I think of Lee I guess that his interest in me and 
in the nurse was less than altruistic. In Blue Highways, William Least-
Heat Moon offers his age as one of his reasons for hitting the road: "A fine 
detail: on the morning of my departure, I had seen thirty-eight Blood 
Moons, an age that carries its own madness and futility. With a nearly des-
perate sense of isolation and a growing suspicion that I lived in an alien 
land, I took to the open road in search of places where change did not 
mean ruin and where time and men and deeds connected." Now I believe 
that Lee was on edge because at midlife, that time of instability, anxiety, 
and change which I first experienced in my late thirties, he hadn't faith, 
children, career, or a spouse to ground and sustain him. Haunted by his 
early failure, Lee avoided the demands made by a permanent address, a 
career, and a family. In doing so he not only protected himself from an-
other failure but denied himself the possibility of success. To distract him-
self he took long motorcycle treks, lived on next to nothing, and kept com-
pany with women many years his junior. Perhaps when I knew Lee he was 
attempting to break out of a flawed life structure. But, too, he may have 
been breaking down. 
Following Lee's departure I moved into a rooming house with a bunch 
of people whom I did not know and never got to know. My college career 
had been so aimless and mediocre that I quit school and spent as many 
hours as I could working. Four months later I moved home with my par-
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ents. At twenty-two I was not yet ready to return to school and to prepare 
for a vocation. But when I looked in the mirror I felt acceptance, even af-
fection, for what I saw: my mother's eyes and thick body; my father's nose, 
crooked teeth, and loose-hipped way of walking; the Friebergs' blond hair 
and fair skin; a thinking woman. 
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~ When my parents said that Stan Jackson at the Sidetrack needed 
a bartender I had reservations. The Sidetrack wasn't exactly the Robin 
Hood Room. It was a single room, narrower than it was wide, with a bar 
and bar stools running the entire length. Eight tables with four chairs at 
each end formed two lines, one lining the south wall and one in the cen-
ter of the room. A jukebox was pushed against the blond-paneled wall be-
tween the two restroom doors. Even the parking lot was informal: cars 
parked perpendicularly to the south side of the building, with their head-
lights almost touching the gray stucco. One entered the Sidetrack through 
an aluminum door on the parking lot side. Once the T fell off the outside 
sign. For weeks we were THE SIDE RACK. I asked Stan why he didn't get a 
new T and restore our proper name. "Everyone knows the name of this 
place," he said. At the Sidetrack, the only things that weren't essential and 
that did not have to be replaced if broken were the Anheuser Busch globe 
hanging over the cash register and the outside sign. But when I moved 
back to Burlington in January 1979 my first priority was to find a job. I dis-
covered through the Help Wanted column in the Hawk-Eye and the list-
ings at Job Service ofIowa that there weren't many jobs to choose from. So 
I applied at the Sidetrack and was hired on the spot. 
Ever since I had worked at the Robin Hood Room I had wanted to be a 
bartender. I wanted to serve drinks with a flare, tossing glasses in the air 
and catching them, pouring freehand, using a particular shape of glass for 
a particular type of drink, garnishing with fruits or vegetables, double 
straws and pleated paper umbrellas. I wanted to be able to make any drink 
a customer named - a pink lady, a screaming banshee, a dirty bathtub -
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without even pausing to think. But the job duties at the Sidetrack were as 
plain and simple as the building. Most customers drank beer. When we 
did get a call for a mixed drink, we poured liquor into a measure with Stan 
ready to pounce if we were one drop over. Every highball was served in 
the same type of glass: short and straight. On those rare occasions when 
someone ordered a brandy Alexander or a grasshopper, Stan didn't use 
real ice cream and pile it so high in the glass that customers gasped. In-
stead, he threw ice and artificial creamer into the blender and called the 
soupy, gritty mess "ice cream." 
Nor was there much variety in the clientele. Most of the regulars 
worked at J. I. Case, Iowa Asphalt, Champion Spark Plug, and Burlington 
Northern Railroad. The busiest times of the day were at the end of work 
shifts, which meant that many of the men were in need of a shower and a 
change of clothes. But they came first to the Sidetrack to relax and to get 
their miseries off their chests: they complained freely and joked coarsely 
about the government, the management where they worked, their co-
workers, their spouses. From three to five o'clock we offered two drinks for 
the price of one, as if the guys needed an incentive to stop and stay. On 
Fridays Stan brought a metal box filled with a dangerous sum of money so 
that he could cash the regulars' paychecks at the Sidetrack and they would 
not have to lose any of their TGIF time stopping off at the bank. 
When I clocked in at four, the Sidetrack was crowded, smoky, and 
noisy. By six o'clock Stan and most of the customers had gone home for 
supper. Karla and I were all but alone with the exception of a few neigh-
borhood regulars and a few after-work stragglers. Later, the bowling 
leagues came in. Stan returned by eleven, when the second shift got off 
and our second rush hour began. Monday through Thursday, Karla and I 
clocked out at midnight; Stan closed at two. Friday was my night off and 
Karla's night to close with Stan. Saturday was Karla's night off and my 
night to close with Stan. Sundays, Stan cleaned the Sidetrack, and his bar-
tenders rested. 
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The job application form I filled out at the Sidetrack asked for the 
highest degree of education obtained. "B.A. in English, University of 
Iowa, December 1978," I wrote, though after four and a half years at the 
University of Iowa I hadn't even completed the equivalent of my sopho-
more year. I guessed it might seem incongruous for a college graduate to 
be applying for a job as a bartender, so I told Stan that I had not been able 
to find work in my field. Not much need for someone who can explicate a 
poem, I said. Then I told him that I needed to work and save money for a 
year or two so I could return to school and pick up a teaching certificate, 
which was another lie since teaching school was one of the last things I 
wanted to do. What I really wanted was to buy a car and payoff the loan as 
fast as I could. Then I would move to Duluth, Minnesota, my dream ever 
since I heard Bob Dylan singing about "walking the hills of old Duluth" 
on his Planet Waves album, and become a writer. Once I figured out how 
to get to Duluth from Burlington I'd quit the Sidetrack in a second. Stan 
said working at the Sidetrack would be good experience for a school-
teacher and gave me one of his sarcastic half-smiles. 
Now I can only guess why I lied. Jobs were scarce in 1979, and people 
were hanging on to even the most undesirable ones - washing dishes at 
pancake houses or emptying bedpans at nursing homes. But a college ed-
ucation was more of a hindrance than a help in obtaining one of the few 
unskilled, low-paying jobs that were available. According to my former 
boss at the House of Flowers, employers in my hometown were reluctant 
to hire college students because they didn't stick around. I was hired at the 
House of Flowers because I said that I couldn't go to college until I 
worked a few years and got some money together. When I quit at the end 
of the summer I said nothing about moving away to go to school. Most 
employers would probably find recent college graduates just as temporary 
as college students. 
If I had fabricated my college education after I had worked at the Side-
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track a week or two or even a couple of evenings, I could say it was my at-
tempt to distinguish myself from Stan's other bartenders, past and present, 
and from the Sidetrack regulars (the Sidetracked, I called them). If the 
regulars knew that I was a college dropout they'd think I was one of them, 
and the job at the Sidetrack was either as good as I could get or my first 
step toward career fulfillment tending bar at the Holiday Inn for big tips. 
The regulars didn't understand about me moving to Duluth and writing 
one great book after another. They couldn't see that someday I'd be sitting 
in my study overlooking Lake Superior and the great northern forests, 
while they'd be sitting at the Sidetrack listening to Everett the ex-con say 
for the one thousandth time, "Ten o'clock Saturday night. Time to go 
home and bang the old lady's head against the head board." My lie could 
have been my way of reminding them and myself that I was just passing 
through - if I had invented it after I met them. 
Likewise, my lie could have been a logical defense ifI had devised it af-
ter I saw what a hard time the Sidetracked were going to give me about my 
na"ivete. I may not have been as knowledgeable as they were about sex, 
money, sex, machines, and sex, but through my lie I could remind them 
that I had something most of them did not: formal book learning. 
I suppose the real reason I fictionalized a college education for myself 
was in case one of my former high school classmates, teachers, or babysit-
ting customers came into the Sidetrack, as was sure to happen. They 
would be surprised to see me working in a tavern. I had been shy and 
quiet in high school. And I had won the Anna Barsch Dunn Scholarship 
for Good Citizenship. And here I was, getting paid for helping people get 
plowed. Now, I cannot understand why I found the truth - that I was 
working at the Sidetrack to pay for my car and to pass time until I figured 
out where I was going and what I wanted to do - so dishonorable. 
I have only two regrets about the lie. One was that it kept me on my 
toes all the time. IfI slipped and said something like, "What I'd like to do 
when I finish college ... " I'd be doubly exposed as a dropout and a liar. 
Second, the lie was sometimes used against me. If the bar was busy and 
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one of the non tipping regulars had to wait two whole minutes before 
I could bring his drink, he might shout, "Hey, College Girl." I always 
flinched. 
But sometimes I completely forgot the lie and all the reasons why I 
thought that I needed it. When the Sidetrack was so busy that every glass 
was either being used or waiting to be washed and I was running just to 
stay even, there was no place I'd rather be. Then, I forgot about Stan and 
the Sidetracked, that I'd never see Duluth, that my boss thought I was 
worth but a measly $2.90 an hour, and that most of my earnings went into 
my car. Then, if someone called me College Girl, I'd shrug it off because 
College Girl was gone. I was the vehicle that moved booze from the bar 
and onto the table, that moved money off the table and into the cash reg-
ister, that restored order when all was done. I was more than just myself. 
Lee and his hero, Simone Weil, the French philosopher who quit her 
teaching position for a job in an automobile factory so that she could ex-
perience the type of work that engaged most people, were correct: physi-
cal labor could be good, even transcendent. 
Pleasing customers was what Karla did best. She offered to wash cus-
tomers' eye glasses in our disinfectant rinse water and wipe them dry; she 
gave neck rubs to anyone who claimed to have had a hard day. When 
things were slow she leaned against the bar and chatted with the guys as 
they sipped their beers. I suspected that they liked this because Karla 
bought her plaid western shirts a bit too small. Since she was "all front 
porch," as one customer put it, the mock pearl snaps always looked ready 
to pop. If the guys gave her money for the jukebox, she always played Rod 
Stewart's "Do Ya Think I'm Sexy," though she was country western 
through and through. I preferred rock but always played "Send Me Down 
to Tucson, I'll Get the Job Done," because I liked the smooth sadness in 
Mel Tillis's voice. There were a few customers I liked to lean against the 
bar and talk to, too - Yancy ·from the railroad; Fran, a former Sidetrack 
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bartender and her boyfriend, Chet; Fran's friend Jeannie and her fiancee, 
Dave; and Fritz, the Atheist - but when things were slow and these 
people weren't around I worked the crossword puzzle in the Hawk-Eye. 
Karla said that's why business was slow. I suppose I should have been giv-
ing neck rubs, too. 
At twenty-one Karla had reached her peak, and it was downhill from 
there. She had quit school in the ninth grade and run away from Prague, 
Iowa, to marry a big-city, "older" man - acne-faced Ed Shank, who was a 
year ahead of me at Burlington High School. Ed and I were in Mr. Hen-
derson's chemistry class together. What I remember about Ed are his 
blackheads and his flannel shirts and that his chemistry grades were as low 
as mine. Mter the Shanks divorced, Ed worked construction in Texas, and 
Karla waited tables in her uncle's diner in Prague. Karla said she had a 
GED, but I believe that was about as real as my B.A. Stan didn't care 
about degrees. He thought Karla was a good worker. The fact that she was 
easy with the customers didn't hurt business, either. 
Though legal age was twenty-one, Stan let Karla start working at the 
Sidetrack a few months before she turned twenty. He probably felt safe, 
since, as Yancy said, Karla looked like she'd been rode hard and put away 
wet, and that she was twenty-five if she was a day. Besides, the Sidetracked 
liked her so much, they wouldn't report her or, Stan. And if someone did 
report them to the city and Stan lost his license, it would prove what he 
was always ranting about: that the government was dead set on interfering 
with his god-given right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of an income. 
Karla was in love with Gene, the lead singer in Pickin' 'n Singin', the 
house band at the Outpost, a country-western club across the Mississippi 
in Gulfport, Illinois. Since the bars in Gulfport stayed open until five A.M. 
and friends of the band got in free, every Thursday after Karla and I 
clocked out at the Sidetrack we crossed· the river and stayed late. Between 
sets Gene and his guitarist, Danny, a Buck Owens look-alike, sat in a 
booth with Karla and me. Mike, the drummer, the one I wanted to join us, 
either disappeared out the back door or had a woman waiting for him at 
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the bar. Sometimes Ron, a welder at J. I. Case and a frequent though not 
regular customer at the Sidetrack, followed me to the Outpost. He and I 
would drink a lot, dance a little, and talk even less, since we had nothing 
in common. He was kind of good-looking and brawny, though I suspected 
that in another five, maybe ten years he'd be faded, pot-bellid, drinking 
too much each afternoon at the Sidetrack, and complaining about his job, 
his wife, and the government. If I drank enough, I went home with Ron, 
leaving Karla to wait alone in the booth for the band's next break. 
The band played a little Pure Prairie League for me, but mostly they 
played Willie Nelson. It was Gene's specialty: he even cut a Willie Nelson 
sound-alike album in Nashville that you ordered from the television, since 
it wasn't available in stores anywhere. If it was a slow night the band played 
"Wipe-out," and Karla, in all her voluptuousness, soloed on the dance 
floor. You didn't have to look very hard to see the love light shining in 
Gene's eyes. His second wife left him when their third child was just 
weeks old. A year later Gene's second wife still hadn't returned to visit her 
children, much less to take them with her. Karla stayed at Gene's trailer 
behind the Outpost so often his kids called her "Mom." 
Stan and most of the regulars knew that I was passing through, but 
Karla was there to stay. They knew that Karla was on her way to becoming 
another Mary who for the past eighteen years had opened the Sidetrack at 
seven A.M. for the guys coming off the night shift. "Serving breakfast," 
Mary called it. Mary was like the ice machine - noisy, big, and depend-
able. If you didn't like her, you didn't like the Sidetrack. 
When Stan introduced me to Johnny Loudon (my first customer and 
the greatest occupational hazard at the Sidetrack), Johnny said, "I'd like to 
have pups out of that." I wasn't sure if he thought I looked good or bitchy 
or doggish, but I didn't ask him or anyone else at the Sidetrack to clarify. 
Johnny's wit was quick and sharp like there was an intelligence behind it, 
but it was a hard humor to appreciate since it was usually vulgar and be-
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littling. If I was slow getting everyone served, he would tell me to "put a 
little English on it." I had never heard that saying, so I asked Karla what it 
meant. "Just how dumb are you?" she said. It was true (and still is) that I 
seldom got a punch line immediately, but I learned to act as though I did. 
Then the joke would hit me later. I did worry that someone would see 
what I was up to and slip in a nonjoke just to test me. When I laughed and 
said, "That's a good one," I'd be exposed. 
Apparently, the Sidetrack was Johnny's home away from home: he was 
there every afternoon for a couple of rum and cokes. Once I called his 
drink a cuba libre (I'd been studying the bartender's manual). "Come 
again?" he asked. Before I could repeat myself he said, "And again and 
again." He had worked on the assembly line at Champion Spark Plug like 
both of his brothers, one of whom was a regular, the other an occasional, 
both more civil than Johnny. But Johnny quit at Champion when he 
heard rumors that the factory was being moved to Mexico and took a job 
managing a hardware store, working six or seven days a week. A real screw-
head. My mother said the Loudons went to Faith Methodist when they 
were kids, but I don't remember them, and certainly Sunday School 
didn't take on Johnny. He was freshly divorced and despised his ex-wife, 
Brenda (and anyone who mentioned her name), not because she took the 
two kids and moved to Kansas City but for some other reason which every-
one but me seemed to know. 
Johnny used to be a friend of Denny Dornacker, a former mail carrier, 
handsome and in his early thirties. A few years before I began working at 
the Sidetrack Denny got sick with blinding headaches and couldn't see 
straight enough to drive or sort mail. The tumor in his brain was benign, 
but the surgery left him blind. The Hawk-Eye made him into a celebrity; 
the postal workers raised funds to pay the medical expenses his insurance 
did not cover and bought him a seeing eye dog. After the hoopla and al-
truism died down, only Johnny continued to help Denny settle into his 
blindness. Mostly, Denny felt beside the point. He spent every afternoon 
at the Sidetrack, sipping draws of Budweiser while Mary read him clues 
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from the Jumble and the crossword puzzle in the Des Moines Register. We 
were all amazed at how many clues Denny could keep before him. Then 
at 3: 15 he and his dog, Maxie, walked over to Sauk Elementary to meet 
Denny's daughters, who got out of school at 3: 30. 
Denny's wife, Donnalee, a beautician, came in occasionally. She could 
have been attractive if she had left herself alone, but she had bleached 
and permed her hair so often it was fried, and her eyes looked bruised be-
neath layers of blue eye shadow, black eyeliner, and mascara. Apparently, 
Johnny liked the look because he continued to help out at the Dornack-
ers', though not when Denny was there. At first Johnny tried to be dis-
crete. When he saw Denny come into the Sidetrack, Johnny would belt 
down the rest of his rum and coke and say that he had to get back to his 
nuts and screws. Then he'd go see Donnalee. 
But Johnny quickly lost what little tact he had. One night, for instance, 
he and Donnalee came in together. Denny was at the other end of the bar. 
Johnny motioned for Karla and me to keep quiet - as if Denny couldn't 
smell Donnalee's Tigress perfume (Stan said she fogs mosquitoes for the 
city). The next night Denny stayed late and got drunk, which we had 
never seen him do before. We were wondering if he'd be okay crossing 
streets once he left. "Ya' goin' home or stayin' with me tonight?" Karla 
asked. "Why should I go home?" Denny said. "My girls would rather have 
Johnny than me. I'm just giving them what they want." Then everyone 
wanted to go home. 
Some of the Sidetrack regulars worked the graveyard shift because it 
paid better than daytime or evening hours. Others had no choice: if they 
wanted to work, those were the hours they had to take. The only advan-
tages I could see to working an evening shift was that 'I didn't have to take 
off work for a doctor's appointment or wait until Friday evening to do my 
banking, though I was never sick, and the night deposit worked just fine. 
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Some nights I drank enough after work that I had a hangover the next 
morning. Then I was grateful that I didn't have to answer to an early 
alarm. 
During my first couple of weeks on the job, my mother or father 
dropped me off at four and picked me up at midnight, 'sihce I didn't have 
a car yet and busses didn't run after six, much less in the country, where 
my parents had moved in 1977. My parents were and still are early risers, 
so my hours were a hardship for them. When I finally bought my car (a '70 
Camero for $1400), they were as relieved as I was. My father didn't clock 
in until seven at the railroad but rose at 5: 08, since KB UR presented the 
first local news and weather of the day at 5: 10. By 8: 00 Jamie had clocked 
in at Bob's Diesel Repair, my mother had dropped John off at James Madi-
son Middle School, and she was on her way to work at the community 
college, where she had been teaching since she and my father moved to 
the country. Their day was nearly half done when I was just waking up. 
Even though I had slept no more than anyone else, I felt lazy getting up at 
ten or eleven or twelve. 
Mostly, I felt out of sync with the rest of the world. I couldn't go to sleep 
as soon as I got home from work just because it was midnight and every-
one else was asleep. I needed to wash my hair since it reeked of smoke, eat 
supper, and relax a bit. Sometimes my free time was hard to fill. My par-
ents lived beyond the reach of cable Tv. The one movie channel their 
satellite dish received played the same three or four movies over and over 
during a one-month period. Sometimes I caught the end of Tom Snyder's 
talk show and drifted off to sleep during The 700 Club. On my nights off I 
would have loved to have caught a new movie, but at the time Burlington 
only had two theaters, and Clint Eastwood's Every Which Way but Loose 
played for sixteen weeks at one of them. During the day I never lost the 
sense that I was waiting around to go to work. Afternoons I passed time by 
visiting my grandparents in their trailer in our backyard, by walking 
around the new Westland Mall, or by reading about people going places -
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Eugene Cant, Sal Paradise, Rabbitt Angstrom, Humbert Humbert, Perry 
Smith. Just as I was leaving for work, my father arrived home. I wanted a 
work schedule like his. 
Because Jimmy Carter was the first presidential candidate I was old 
enough to vote for and because he won, I felt that he was my president, 
even though I didn't approve of his MX missile stockpiles or his coal and 
nuclear response to OPEC. While many at the Sidetrack felt that Carter 
was an improvement over smarmy Nixon and dull Ford, they were not 
among Carter's supporters since they held him responsible for the reces-
sion. Stan, on the other hand, insisted that there had never been a Demo-
cratic president who had done anyone any good at any time. I soon 
learned the futility of talking politics at the Sidetrack. 
My first week on the job I said that I was worried by the growing num-
ber of states trying to rescind their ratification of the Equal Rights Amend-
ment. Stan said I should be relieved. "Red-blooded Americans finally de-
cided they aren't going to let a bunch of dykes run the country. Same 
reason people are boycotting them new dollars." Stan forgot that it was a 
forced boycott since he announced that it took two Susan B. Anthony's to 
buy one fifty-cent draw at the Sidetrack. 
A few days later I said that I was worried about the Boat People. I rea-
soned that if we had kept out of Vietnam in the first place or at least had 
not been such sore losers, all those refugees would not have been set 
adrift. Furthermore, I supported Joan Baez's efforts to shame the United 
States into taking them in since we were responsible, in part, for their 
plight. Stan, the World War II vet, said there were too many foreigners in 
this country already. 0 beautiful for spacious skies! The way those for-
eigners breed, it's going to be so crowded here, you'll feel like you're living 
in a damn telephone booth. I'd like to have turned Joan Baez loose on 
him. She'd say our phone booth might be crowded, but it was still the 
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roomiest and best-equipped one on the block. Anyone with a heart would 
share it. 
What finally shut me up, though, was Stan's attitude about black 
people. He didn't want them in the Sidetrack, but it was against the law to 
add that condition to his NO SHOES, NO SHIRT, NO SERVICE sign. So Stan 
devised his own method of making his sentiments known. The first drink 
a black person ordered was a full shot. But the second was a half, the third, 
a quarter, and so on until finally the undesirable customer was paying full 
price for mixer. I told Stan I was confused. Why not short the first drink 
and get the whole nasty business over with faster? "If a customer's happy 
with the first drink," Stan answered, "he'll stick around for the second, so 
there's money to be made." If money is what you're after, I asked, why not 
serve everyone the same? Skinflint Stan looked at me as ifI was the dumb-
est person who'd ever crossed his threshold. "Because then you'd have half 
the nigger population of Burlington in here and the regulars would be out 
the door for good." Then he chewed his Swisher Sweet and narrowed his 
eyes as if he were on the verge of having a thought. "And never wash a 
glass a nigger's drank from. Use the bottle breaker on it.'; 
When Stan told me about the Method my first night on the job, I hated 
him from his crew cut and flapping ears (he always said his wife, Toni, 
pulled hard on them when he went down on her) to his beer gut, his 
white socks, and his black wingtips. I hated my own powerlessness, for if I 
were to voice my opposition I'd be spending my mornings at Job Service 
of Iowa and I'd default on my car loan. Not that opportunities for moral 
hypocrisy or civil disobedience were so frequent at the Sidetrack. We only 
had one black customer, Lester, a man in his middle fifties who stopped 
in once a month or so, and Karla jumped to serve him. But he never 
stayed for more than one whiskey and water or one can of Old Style, and 
Karla's disappointment was apparent, since she couldn't short him on ei-
ther order. 
Once Lester stopped in to fill a small cooler with ice for his grand-
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daughter's birthday party. Stan edged out Karla and me and filled it him-
self. Seventy-five cents, he said when he was finished. I wanted Lester to 
protest that Stan hadn't warned him of the exorbitant price before he 
filled the cooler and that Stan could shove his ice you know where. But 
Lester handed over three quarters, thanked Stan, and left. If we had filled 
a cooler four times as large for a white customer, Stan wouldn't have 
charged a penny. I wondered why Lester didn't go to the Get 'n Go con-
venience store catercorner from the Sidetrack where everything was 
cheaper and where everyone paid the same price. I think Lester had Stan's 
number. 
There was more confidentiality at the Sidetrack than at an Alcoholics 
Anonymous meeting, and I only needed one lesson to learn why mum 
was the word. Fran, the woman Karla replaced, was trying to draw unem-
ployment after Moe Mulroony, her boss at the Lucky Seven, let her go, 
claiming he didn't have enough business to pay two bartenders. Before I 
heard that Fran had been fired, I told her boyfriend, Chet, that during the 
week of the bowling tournaments Moe said he had a job for me at the 
Lucky Seven whenever I wanted it. Chet told Fran. Fran reasoned that if 
Moe was offering me a job, then he could pay two bartenders, and what 
he'd given her was the shaft. Fran asked me to testify on her behalf at her 
unemployment hearing. I weighed the consequences. Moe might hold it 
against me if I testified against him, and someday I just might need his 
job. Stan might hold it against me if I became involved in the hearing 
since he felt that unemployment insurance was just another way for the 
government to bleed the owners of small businesses. Fran might hold it 
against me if I testified and she didn't win or if Moe denied what I said he 
said. Yet, too, she might hold it against me if I didn't testify for her. I took 
the coward's way out. I told Fran that as busy as we had been with the tour-
nament crowd, I couldn't say with certainty what anyone had said to me. 
I knew that Randy Evans, a cabinet maker, totaled his van and broke 
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his arm and collar bone early one Sunday morning on his way home from 
the Sidetrack. Stan made Karla and me swear we'd not seen Randy in our 
bar that night in case the police came in asking questions when Stan 
wasn't there to answer them. I knew that Bob McCracken didn't have an 
indoor toilet so he took his daily shit at the Sidetrack. I could see why, too. 
Ifhe spent that long in an outhouse, his wife and seven children would be 
lined up and uncomfortably waiting. In the winter he'd freeze to death. I 
knew Scratch had a liver condition and wasn't supposed to drink, but Stan 
said Scratch knew what he was doing; therefore, we were to keep our 
mouths shut and give him what he wanted. I knew that when the price of 
garbage pickup spiked, a woman who lived a block and a half from the 
Sidetrack dumped her trash in Stan's dumpster. A week later in the middle 
of the night, Stan emptied his dumpster - her trash and all of his - in her 
front yard. "Let's see if she can figure out who done that," he said. I knew 
the Polish dogs and franks spinning in the rotisserie were Precambrian, 
but I was forbidden to tell the truth when customers asked if they were 
fresh. Instead I'd say, "What you see is what you get" or "If you use enough 
kraut and onions, you won't notice a thing." Stan said the meat was aged. 
"Gives it more flavor. And you know ya got your money's worth with them 
dogs' cause you taste' em goin' down and comin' up." 
Periodically, Rita Tyrrell "took a vacation" from the borax company 
where she worked second shift. She'd wait on the street corner in front of 
the factory, suitcase in hand, for the ambulance she had called to take her 
to the hospital, where she'd check into the psychiatric ward. A week later, 
she'd be home again with the unemployed husband she no longer liked 
and her young children. The regulars said she wasn't crazy: she just 
needed a little backbone. But, too, they said no sane person acted the way 
she did. Any way you looked at it, Rita was damned at THE SIDE RACK. 
Yet some parts of Rita's life were off limits to the Sidetracked. One 
night she left with Dave, a draftsman at Case who never got crude, even 
when he was drunk. I liked his fiancee, Jeannie, too. When I helped my 
father with the Saturday morning grocery shopping at Warehouse Market, 
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we always waited in Jeannie's line because she was fast and friendly. Stan 
made Karla and me swear that we had not seen Dave and Rita leave to-
gether, with Dave's wedding just weeks away and Jeannie being a regular 
customer and all. Karla about popped her mock pearl snaps refraining 
from such good gossip, and she may not have for long. But I didn't breathe 
a word. I imagined that if I had to work at the Sidetrack every night for the 
next decade and was married to someone like Screwhead, I'd find some 
way to periodically check out too. Maybe extramarital affairs could save 
one's sanity. 
But the biggest secret for me was my lie, which became more involved 
the longer I worked at the Sidetrack. I said that not only had I received a 
B.A. in English, but I'd carried a 3.6 grade point average, despite my low 
science grades. I had job hunted the summer and fall following gradua-
tion while working at the Robin Hood Room. A place where customers 
tipped, I liked to point out. I said that the telephone company in Des 
Moines had interviewed me for a position as a technical writer. While I 
had the communication skills they required, I lacked a background in 
business, so I didn't make the final cut. It was a shame because the pay and 
benefits were good and there was room for promotion. I was sorry I hadn't 
minored in education. At least then I could apply for teaching jobs or get 
on a substitute list. The Sidetracked didn't ask me any questions when I 
finished my spiel; they just said that with the tight economy I was lucky to 
have any job. 
Eventually, I lived part of my lie. Mter five months at the Sidetrack, I 
felt so brain-dead that I called Iowa Wesleyan, the nearest four-year col-
lege. I wanted a class in world literature, but during the summer session 
Wesleyan only offered educational psychology and basic techniques of 
journalism. Either one was something to get up for in the morning, so I 
tossed a coin and enrolled in the latter. The other person in the class was 
Carol, a farmer (she rankled if anyone called her a "farm wife") who 
sometimes got paid for articles she wrote for a tractor-pull magazine. She, 
too, was worried about the well-being of the Equal Rights Amendment, so 
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for our class project she and I wrote and printed a four-page newsletter 
about the long history and doubtful future of the amendment. I made 
enough copies to distribute to all the Sidetracked but lost my courage 
and preached to the choir instead: Dave and Jeannie, Fran, and Fritz the 
Atheist. 
Stan said the size of the after-work crowd tapered off each year as the 
weather got warmer and wouldn't pick up again until after Labor Day. In 
the summer the softball leaguers and their fans paid Stan's bills. But the 
new tavern, Peach's, which opened in the spring of 1979 just a few blocks 
from the Sidetrack, siphoned off too much of his summer business. Stan 
said he could no longer afford two night bartenders, and Karla had senior-
ity. For a moment I wondered if Stan had learned this trick from Moe 
Mulroony. But I knew Stan was right. Too often, there just wasn't enough 
work for both Karla and me. Some evenings she and I washed all the clean 
glasses just to have something to do. When we were done I worked cross-
word puzzles. By June I was working the puzzles in both the Hawk-Eye 
and the Des Moines Register each evening, with time to pick away at the 
New York Times crossword, which the Register ran each Sunday. 
I had been looking for a job with fewer hours and better pay since I'd 
registered as a full-time student for the fall semester at Iowa Wesleyan. 
Too, I had grown weary of Stan's politics, Karla's excesses, and Johnny's 
potshots. Nonetheless, I was scared when I realized I only had two more 
paychecks and no other employment prospects. I had heard Stan and 
Moe commiserate too often about these tough economic times to con-
sider Moe's job offer to be anything more than just talk. And I was angry 
that I could be so easily dispensed with. Many of the regulars referred to 
themselves as "little guys." Mter I received my two-week notice I knew 
how they felt - powerless against larger economic forces. I felt commu-
nity with those customers who were frightened by lay-offs and the rumors 
of shut-downs and move-outs that accompanied the recession. I felt com-
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munity with testy Fran, who lost her job through no fault of her own, and 
with melancholy Rita, who did what she could to sustain herself so she 
might hang onto a dull, repetitive, but necessary job. I even felt commu-
nity with Johnny, who had the foresight to find different work when he 
heard rumors of a factory move-out. 
A week after I left the Sidetrack I was hired to tend bar at the Holiday 
Inn. There I poured freehand, garnished drinks, piled the brandy Alexan-
ders so high that customers gasped, and learned the nuances of making 
good martinis. Four semesters later I graduated on the dean's list and was 
offered a position teaching high school English in Omaha. Stan sold the 
Sidetrack four or five years after he let me go. The sign on the front now 
says THE SIDETRACK (someone replaced the missing T) and cars still park 
with their headlights almost touching the stuccoed south wall. But I can-
not say if the interior is unchanged. 
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~ During my senior year at Iowa Wesleyan College I was a teaching 
assistant in a literature course offered during the interim break. Pete, the 
instructor, and I met frequently to plan the class, grade journals, and dis-
cuss the literature he had assigned and the paper that I was required to 
write about my teaching experience. 
The more I learned of Pete, the more I wanted to know about him. 
Though he had a car, he walked almost everywhere; he was a vegetarian; 
he tried to live a simple, unencumbered life; and he spoke often and enig-
matically about "consciousness." Not in the usual constructions that I was 
familiar with: one regained consciousness after having been in a coma; or, 
as the Freudians might say, one was conscious or unconscious of the 
thoughts, conflicts, and desires that influence one's behavior. Pete spoke 
as if there were different levels of consciousness that humans could expe-
rience other than sleeping, dreaming, and waking. I had never encoun-
tered such a notion in my life. When I more or less said to him, "Prove it," 
he offered me R. Maurice Bucke's Cosmic Consciousness, Baba Ram 
Dass's Be Here Now, Robert E. Ornstein's The Psychology of Conscious-
ness, and Paramahansa Yogananda's The Autobiography of a Yogi. These 
authors also insisted that humans could experience other types of waking 
consciousness. I told Pete that if what he and these authors were saying 
was true, then I wanted such experiences for myself. How was it done? He 
said that he "transcended" ordinary waking consciousness by practicing 
Transcendental Meditation (TM). I had heard the name and the initials 
before. Some of the Roommate Wanted advertisements in the University 
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of Iowa's Daily Iowan had requested roommates who practiced TM, 
which made it seem secretive and exclusive. 
On the last day of our course, Pete asked me to his house for dinner, the 
first of many evenings that we would spend together. Each evening be-
fore dinner, Pete did his "Program" - yoga asanas (postures), pranayama 
(breathing exercises), and meditation. When Pete meditated it looked as 
though he was sleeping while sitting upright. I questioned him about 
what he did while meditating. He said that it was a technique that allowed 
"his physiology to settle down so that his mind could transcend." I still 
didn't understand. Pete said that it was impossible to describe the tran-
scendent experience: it could only be known through experience. Per-
haps I should accompany him on his next visit to Maharishi International 
University (MIU was renamed Maharishi University of Management in 
1995), the "capital" of the TM movement, located in Fairfield, Iowa, just 
twenty-five miles west of Iowa Wesleyan College. Pete went there periodi-
cally to meditate and visit friends. But on this occasion, he was going to 
hear discourse theorist James Moffitt address the MIU English faculty. I 
readily accepted the invitation. I wanted to hear Moffitt speak since we 
had been studying his ideas in my English education class. I wanted to see 
why some southeastern Iowans felt so negatively about "Guru-v." But 
most of all, I wanted to learn what went on during meditation. 
My first visit to MIU was on Valentine's Day of 1981. At first glance, Ma-
harishi International University looked like any other private college ina 
small Iowa town - a scattering of buildings and cars near the edge of corn 
and soybean fields. But on second glance the differences were so apparent 
that I felt that I had entered another country. For every car with an Iowa li-
cense plate, I saw half a dozen from such places as New York, Massachu-
setts, Pennsylvania, Quebec, and California. Instead of basketball sched-
ules and fraternity fund-raiser announcements, the walls of the Student 
Union were plastered with slick, gold-bordered pastel charts comparing 
the electroencephalogram (EEG) and galvanized skin test readings of 
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meditators and nonmeditators. Other charts bore photographs of people 
sitting cross-legged, suspended a couple of feet above the ground. "Fly-
ing," the Transcendental Meditators (TMers) called it. And Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi, the founder of TM, was omnipresent, since each poster 
bore his photo. Now I could see why some southeastern Iowans resented 
MID. Not only had Maharishi bought the former campus of Parsons Col-
lege in 1974 and turned it into a fully accredited institution requiring TM 
and levitation as part of its bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degree pro-
grams; not only were TMers pouring into this farming community, buy-
ing houses, commercial property, and farmland at an alarming though 
profitable rate; but too much of what went on at MID was foreign ~ East-
ern, Hindu, Not-Christian, Not-Iowan. 
When Pete and I first arrived on campus it was absolutely silent and 
peopleless, though the bike racks and parking spaces were full and I could 
smell dinner cooking. "They've all gone to meditate," Pete explained just 
before he vanished to do the same. Alone in the Union, I studied the 
school logo: a tree nimbused with the motto "Knowledge is structured in 
consciousness." But I couldn't concentrate. I was beginning to feel warm, 
expansive, and relaxed, and my head was buzzing like a high-voltage 
transmitter. I could do nothing but sit down and enjoy the sensations. 
An hour later, hundreds of people streamed from the golden dome into 
Annapurna Dining Hall. I couldn't find Pete among all the faces, but he 
found me. Evening meditation was over, he said. It was time to eat. Every-
thing was new to me, from the soft-spoken and puja-panted meditators to 
the tofu lasagna and alfalfa sprouts to Moffitt's assertion that meditation 
and composition were similar processes. But I was too absorbed with my 
feelings of relaxation and unboundedness to give full attention to any of 
this. I told Pete how I felt. "This place has that effect on me, too," he said. 
"This is how it feels to be around so many coherent, unstressed people. 
This is bliss." I had no idea what he was talking about: I only knew what I 
felt and that it was good. 
My TM Story : 159 
For several days following my visit to MIU, I felt that something was 
missing. I wanted to regain the hot, inner humming that I had experi-
enced when over a thousand people were inside the dome meditating and 
"flying," and I wanted the hot, silver lucidity that had stayed with me for 
the rest of the evening. I continued to quiz Pete on what he did when he 
meditated. The most he could tell me was that he worked with a mantra 
since the TM movement forbade him to divulge the technique for several 
reasons: novices might attempt meditation without proper instruction, 
people tend to underrate the simple, and it could be dangerous to speak of 
spiritual matters to those who weren't ready to understand. Casting pearls 
before swine, so to speak. Baba Ram Dass suggested using the names of 
God as a mantra. I sat down, shut my eyes, and mentally repeated Rama 
over and over. With great effort I could stay with my mantra for perhaps a 
minute at a time before thoughts returned about what Pete and I would 
eat for dinner that evening or what had happened in my classes that day. 
But one time I meditated after I had exercised until I was sweaty and 
shaky. In this physical state I experienced cessations in both my mantra 
and my thoughts that lasted for several minutes. In that exhausted state I 
felt the warm unboundedness that I had experienced at MIU. Thereafter, 
I exercised before I meditated. 
When I told Pete about my hit-or-miss method, he said that it was time 
I learned TM. Maharishi had discovered the "right- angle" at which the 
meditator could take her dive and "transcend." It worked every time. I 
wanted such certainty for myself, but TM instruction cost money. Even 
though I was completing my last semester at Wesleyan, I feared that I 
would not graduate that spring since I had no way of clearing my tuition 
bill short of winning the Publisher's Clearinghouse Sweepstakes. More-
over, what little money I did have had to last until I got a summer job. 
How could I justify spending $275 on meditation lessons? And why did 
meditation have to cost so much anyway? 
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Then, a curious series of events occurred. First, the bank made an error 
in my favor: instead of subtracting the hs I had withdrawn to pay for a car 
repair, they added it to my balance. Second, the college financial aid 
office informed me that they had $200 in unclaimed scholarship money 
from a business organization in my hometown. I had a good chance of 
winning the money since they were only inviting four people to apply for 
it. Third, I found a twenty-dollar bill in an envelope beneath my wind-
shield wiper. "You have the support of nature," Pete explained. "The mere 
intent to meditate is bringing you what you need. It's a clear sign." I with-
drew most of my savings and signed up to be initiated. 
The Transcendental Meditation Center for Southeast Iowa was in an 
old and spacious house in Fairfield. On an unseasonably warm Sunday af-
ternoon, February 22, 1981, five of us - an Amish brother and sister in their 
early twenties from Kalona, Iowa, a Fairfield auto mechanic who wanted 
to learn to relax, Pete, who wanted a refresher course, and I - gathered in 
the front room for a free introductory lecture. I wondered how the Amish 
people in their traditional dress felt about the framed portrait of heavy-
lidded Maharishi in his Hindu robes and beads. 
Virginia, the TM teacher, wore a wool skirt and jacket, nylons and 
pumps, which seemed too formal for a Sunday afternoon. But when she 
spoke my impression of her softened. Her voice was smooth and calm, she 
smiled perpetually, and her blue eyes shone. She was a good advertise-
ment for the efficacy of the technique. "TM is a simple, natural, easily 
learned mental technique that is practiced for fifteen to twenty minutes 
twice a day while sitting comfortably in a chair with the eyes closed. Dur-
ing TM the mind enjoys a settled state of inner wakefulness and pure con-
sciousness, while the body gains a unique state of deep rest." I felt as 
though Virginia was reading from cue cards or reciting a memorized 
speech. So did Pete. "This is the same lecture I heard seven years ago 
when I was initiated," he whispered in my ear. 
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Virginia promised that meditation produced a state of "restful alert-
ness," so called because the body was resting deeply while the mind was 
awake. This state was a prelude to cosmic consciousness, the highest level 
of freedom a person could know. Moreover, dozens of scientific studies 
proved that TM eliminated deeply rooted stresses more effectively than 
any other relaxation techniques or types of meditation. Through our 
twice-a-day meditations, our blood pressure would normalize and our re-
sistance to disease would increase. Because we would sleep better, we 
would require less sleep. We would learn faster and more deeply. Every-
thing - our relationships, memory, energy levels, and productivity - would 
Improve. 
It was impossible for Virginia to tell us what meditation was like. She 
said that you could tell someone how a strawberry tastes, but that person 
would not know the taste until he or she actually experienced it. Virginia 
could, however, tell us the mechanics of meditation with the aid of a 
portable chalkboard. At the top of the board she drew a series of waves rep-
resenting the surface of the ocean; at the bottom of the blackboard she 
drew a line representing the ocean floor. Then she drew a large circle at 
the surface and a chain of circles decreasing in size until the one on the 
ocean floor was but a dot. "Mind is like an ocean," she intoned. 
"Thoughts start at the deepest level of the ocean of mind and bubble to 
the surface. The Transcendental Meditator is like a diver who is taken to 
finer and finer levels until finally he reaches the bottom. When he rests 
on the ocean floor, he has transcended thought and experiences Being or 
Pure Consciousness." I found the imagery pleasing, though I was puzzled 
how I could be the ocean and the diver at the same time. 
Monday evening during the preparatory lecture we learned that TM 
involved the use of a mantra, a "meaningless sound whose effects are 
known." Each mantra was derived from the ancient Indian tradition, 
Vedic Shankaracharya, and had been invested with power through use by 
spiritually evolved people. Since it was a Sanskrit word, we would not 
bring any associations to it as we would if our mantra were, say, ice cream 
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or California. Each mantra is individually chosen for the initiate by the 
teacher, Virginia assured us. By mentally repeating one's mantra, the med-
itator "transcends" (goes beyond the finest level of thought) and experi-
ences the fourth level of consciousness. The mantra was to be used only 
during meditation and was never to be repeated to anyone else, including 
other meditators. 
By alternating the deep rest of meditation with the activity of work, we 
would become enlightened or infused with Being, Virginia said. When a 
person dyes a cloth, he dips it in the dye, then dries it in the sun, then dips 
it in the dye, and so forth. With each dip the cloth absorbs more color; ex-
posure to the sun makes it colorfast. So, too, our immersion in Being dur-
ing meditation is made "colorfast" through our activity. Eventually there 
is no difference between the dye and the cloth, between Being and self. 
When the lecture ended 1 was brimming with pleasing metaphors but still 
did not know how meditation worked. Virginia's lecture had been as effu-
sive and as insubstantial as TM promotional pamphlets. 1 was glad when 
she finally gave me something specific and concrete: the next evening 1 
was to bring flowers, fruit, and a white handkerchief for the ceremony in 
which I would receive my mantra and taste the strawberry for myself. 
On Tuesday, Virginia and 1 met privately for the puja ceremony. 1 com-
pleted a questionnaire about my physical and mental health. 1 swore in 
writing that 1 had not used illegal drugs in the past several days, 1 had not 
used alcohol in the past several hours (I no longer remember the exact 
number of days or hours), nor would 1 use meditation as a substitute for 
medical treatments. Finally, 1 promised never to divulge my mantra or the 
TM technique. 
When it was time for me to make the $275 payment, 1 voiced my last-
minute objections. Because 1 commuted nearly fifty miles round trip be-
tween my parents' home and the college five days a week, an operating 
vehicle was essential. My '70 Camaro needed engine work. Shouldn't 1 at-
tend to that first? "If your desire to improve yourself and the world is strong 
enough, you'll find the money for meditation," Virginia answered. 
My TM Story : 163 
"I could postpone initiation until I have a job and an income," I ar-
gued. But it wasn't a sincere objection. I had a money order in my purse 
for $275. 
"You could," she nodded. "Or you could put your money on the long-
term investment. Which will be with you ten years from now? The car or 
meditation?" I handed over my money. 
Virginia asked me to leave my shoes in the office and then led me into 
a small room and shut the door behind us. A portrait of Maharishi's 
teacher, Guru Dev, occupied the middle of a white-sheeted table. Guru 
Dev was swaddled in Hare Krishna orange, a blue and white flower gar-
land hung from his neck, and he sat crossed-legged on a divan beneath an 
orange parasol. I found Guru Dev's image eerie since I couldn't deter-
mine if it was painted or photographed. Before the portrait stood a candle, 
a stick of incense, and two wooden bowls, one filled with clear liquid, the 
other with white rice. Virginia placed my flowers in a vase and my fruit on 
a plate before Guru Dev's likeness and covered the fruit with my handker-
chief. Then she lit the candles and incense. 
As we stood before the altar, Virginia sang a Sanskrit song to honor and 
thank the line of teachers who brought the knowledge of Transcendental 
Meditation to Maharishi, who in turn brought it to us. When she started 
singing I didn't know whether to laugh or to feign piety. Her face was so 
rapt, and she sang with such feeling, that I clasped my hands in front of 
me in a semiprayerful attitude and kept my eyes on the altar. As she sang, 
Virginia lifted the handkerchief from the apples and sprinkled grains of 
white rice upon them. Then she dipped one of my carnations in an oil-
filled small brass plate and waved it over the fruit. Would she eat the 
apples after the ceremony was finished and I had gone home? 
When Virginia finished singing, she asked me to kneel in front of the 
altar with her. "Surya," she whispered in my ear. I felt surprised, shaken, 
and sick to my stomach. It was my mantra. "Surya." She directed me to sit 
on the chair beside her facing the altar, and then she spoke to me softly 
but firmly. "You will say your mantra out loud. Repeat it, more softly each 
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time until finally, you are only saying it to yourself. This is how we medi-
tate, sitting easily with the eyes closed, saying our mantra. If thoughts 
come, do not force them away. Do not concentrate on the mantra. Do not 
worry about the time. I will tell you when to stop saying the mantra." 
Virginia said my mantra with me. It was a soft, beautiful wor4. She had 
chosen the perfect one for me. Mter I said my mantra silently several 
times, my head began buzzing as it had that first time at MIU when all of 
the students were meditating. My mantra took me down and down until it 
was no longer a word but a purple pulse: surya ... surya ... surya. Then, 
the word was gone. A green leaf drifted down behind my closed eyes; the 
leaf turned and there within the curl sat my mantra in bright golden let-
ters: surya. My mantra slid by on ice, the velocity pressing its bright letters 
into a hard slant: surya. My legs and arms became so heavy with surya that 
I believed I was paralyzed. I was cold with fear. I sensed that my mantra 
would take me down even farther, so I stopped saying it though I kept my 
eyes closed. 
"Jai Guru Dev," Virginia whispered. "Stop saying your mantra. Do not 
open the eyes, but sit quietly without saying the mantra for a minute or 
two. Then open the eyes slowly." When I opened my eyes I saw Virginia, 
beaming with approval. "It was good?" she asked. I nodded groggily. 
"Now, you will meditate for a longer period of time. I will leave the room, 
but you are not to worry about the time." I recalled the stories from people 
in my hometown about initiates being locked in rooms until they "medi-
tated or masturbated or something" but dismissed them. Virginia seemed 
too gentle and sincere to resort to harsh methods. Yet she was in complete 
control. I felt that I could not get up and walk out of the room and the 
house without her permission. 
During the second meditation I did not experience the unpleasant 
physical sensations I had had the first time. In fact, the second meditation 
was so peaceful that I felt annoyed when Virginia whispered "Jai Guru 
Dev." When I opened my eyes she asked me how long I thought that I had 
meditated. "Twenty minutes," I answered. "You're right," she said with 
My TM Story : 165 
disappointment. I suppose I should have answered five or ten minutes and 
then been surprised to learn the truth. Virginia congratulated me. I had 
meditated and was to continue to do so each morning and each late after-
noon. Then she presented me with one of the carnations and apples I had 
brought and my father's white handkerchief. 
When I returned for the second evening of instruction I told Virginia 
that my mantra had changed. She took me in the initiation room, shut the 
door, and asked me to repeat my word. "Su-ree-ya," I said with embarrass-
ment. How could I have messed up such a simple word? 
"Surya," she said firmly. "You won't forget it again." 
A lecture followed on each of the next three evenings. Following each 
lecture, we new meditators "verified and validated" our experiences. We 
shared how well rested we felt, how daily stresses no longer tied us in 
knots, how much brighter colors seemed. We tried to top each other with 
stories about how our mantras pulsed, spun, flashed, disappeared, re-
turned. I wondered if Virginia had to take the others into the initiation 
room and remind them how to say their secret words, too. 
At our final lecture Virginia reminded us of our lifelong benefits as 
meditators: free advanced lectures (video-taped addresses by Maharishi) 
each Sunday evening at any TM Center; free "checks" of our meditation 
to ensure that we were doing the technique correctly; free participation in 
all Center social events; for a fee, participation in the Science of Creative 
Intelligence (a course about the theoretical foundation ofTM); for a fee, 
attendance at residence courses (two or three days of extra meditation, lec-
tures, and Maharishi videos while in residence at a TM facility). Finally, 
after three months of regular meditation and one residence course, we 
would qualify for the then $3,000 TM-Sidhis Program in which we would 
learn to fly ... literally. 
Transcendental Meditation was shockingly easy and profound. It 
showed me the door to a room in my house that had been there all along, 
but I had never noticed. The first few weeks following initiation every-
thing was more intense - colors brighter, experiences sharper, joy more 
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acute - perhaps due as much to my developing relationship with Pete as 
to meditation. And my mental abilities were sharper than ever, the latter 
especially welcome since I was carrying twenty credit hours at college. 
The first few weeks following initiation "Of course" was my other mantra. 
Of course life was meant to be this pleasant and easy. Of course the key 
was there all along. Of course I had always had the "golden place" within 
me. I believed then - and still do - that the "golden place" is where God 
resides, though this contradicts my Methodist upbringing, which taught 
that God was a presence outside the self that we talked or read about but 
rarely experienced. 
Mter initiation I was poorer than ever. One of the three other Burling-
tonians who had applied for the scholarship had won. Virginia urged me 
to inform the bank of its error. "To keep money that is not yours is theft. 
Give it back." I believe that Granny Parris left the twenty-dollar bill on my 
windshield though I could never coax or coerce a confession from her, es-
pecially after she and my grandfather loaned me the $1,000 I needed to 
clear my college debts so that I could graduate. 
For my graduation present Pete paid my tuition for a residence course 
at MIU. The instructors, Virginia and Ed, taught course participants easy 
yoga asanas and pranayama which settled us down for meditation. Medi-
tations were done in "rounds": two cycles of asanas, pranayama, and medi-
tation in the morning, two more in the evening. By the end of the first day 
I was so relaxed I could barely stay awake much less concentrate on the 
lectures and videos about the seven stages of consciousness Maharishi had 
identified (and I thought there were only four!). During the course we 
were only permitted to meditate, take walks with other course partici-
pants, sleep, and listen to "knowledge." Televisions, radios, telephones, 
alarm clocks, and reading material were strongly discouraged. Retreat 
from activity and immersion in meditation were to provide a deep rest 
that would allow us to "unstress," TM jargon for releasing deeply embed-
ded traumas from the past. 
My first night at MIU I was flooded with fear and slept fitfully. I was not 
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equipped for the high voltage current that flowed through me: while the 
current made me glow with power, I felt that it might blow my circuits 
any moment. Or to use a metaphor common among TMers, I felt as 
though a freight train had passed through my house. And I was hungry. 
MIU enforced a dress code: dresses for women, suits for men. Because I 
was not dressed properly (I had worn blue jeans), I skipped dinner. My 
blue jeans were inappropriate. Several times during the first night I felt 
like going home, but since the course was a gift from Pete I decided to 
stick it out. When I told Virginia about my difficulties the next morning 
she seemed pleased. "You're unstressing, clearing obstacles. That's the 
purpose of this deep rest." 
Throughout the course I was acutely aware that I was "just a medita-
tor." To be an insider in TM circles one had to become a Sidha (a Sanskrit 
term meaning a semidivine being possessed of great purity, holiness, and 
supernatural powers) or "Flyer" and practice a longer, more demanding, 
and beneficial program each day. Virginia and Ed said that since the 
flying technique had such a profound effect on the individual and the 
planet, becoming a Sidha was the morally right thing to do. I objected 
that I could never afford the $3,000 price tag. Borrow the money from a 
bank or ask your relatives to contribute financially to your evolution, the 
teachers suggested. I shook my head. Between college and car loans, I al-
ready owed the bank and my relatives. Ed shrugged. "When the time is 
right, you'll yearn for more evolution. You'll have the support of nature 
and the money will just come to you." His message was clear: I was about 
as evolved as an earthworm. I was not yet one of "them." 
When I returned home from the residence course I felt washed clean. 
Stress rolled off me like water from a duck's back. I wrote in my journal 
that I was ready to become a Sidha and to move to MIU for good. 
Every true believer tells a three-part story of conversion: my miserable 
life before I saw the light; how the light (Christianity, atheism, Alcoholics 
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Anonymous, radical environmentalism, neo-Nazism, etc.) literally or figu-
ratively saved my life; how beautiful life is now that I am living the prin-
ciples of my faith. Such a formula guarantees that some life events will be 
foregrounded and others backgrounded or ignored. Such a formula guar-
antees that we will not hear the complete story. 
I could make parts of my TM story fit the conversion formula. For in-
stance, a few months prior to my starting TM I quit drinking alcohol. I 
had practical reasons for this. First, I couldn't get up early for my student 
teaching at James Madison Middle School and do a good job if I drank 
the night before. Second, my fear that I would become an alcoholic as 
had other members of my family scared me into an abstinence that con-
tinues to this day. A few weeks before I met Pete a bad bout of bronchitis 
and asthma caused me to quit smoking cigarettes (two packs a day for five 
years). Once I started seeing Pete I switched to a vegetarian diet with his 
assistance. I lost eight pounds almost overnight. I felt light, healthy, good. 
At this point in my story committed TMers usually say, ''You were getting 
ready for TM. You just didn't know it on a conscious level." And Pete was 
part of my conversion story. He had appeared as a guide or messenger. As 
soon as I was established in TM, his work was done, and he and I parted. 
I took a job at Westside High School in Omaha; Pete took a job as an in-
structor at a university in southern Missouri since Wesleyan had not of-
fered him a contract for a second year. I suspect that in part college 
officials were disappointed at his performance as a teacher and adminis-
trator; I suspect that in part they were alarmed by his involvement with 
TM and with one of his former students. 
Throughout my twenties and early thirties I remained a faithful twice-
a-day practitioner ofTM. This practice had such a powerful centering ef-
fect that I couldn't have skipped it. Like most other TM conversion stories 
mine also contained an anecdote about the time that I skipped my Pro-
gram for lack of time and how "bumpy" the rest of the day was as a result. 
During my ten years of active TM participation, the only men I became 
involved with were fellow TMers. Other TMers might say that this was so 
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because I was drawn to the company of other evolving people and they to 
me. But in truth, the frequency with which I attended advanced lectures 
and social gatherings at the TM Centers in Des Moines, Omaha, and 
whenever I could get to Fairfield, as well as residence courses in Fairfield, 
Omaha, and Kansas City, put me in the path of single men who lived TM. 
And, too, it was difficult to keep company with people who weren't living 
a TM lifestyle, since most TMers are vegetarians, do not use alcohol, 
drugs, cigarettes, caffeine, or conventional medicine, try to follow Maha-
rishi's advice that one should sleep from ten P.M. until six A.M., and are 
Sidhas who spend hours a day meditating and fiying, making nine-to-five 
jobs difficult though not impossible to hold. The men I kept company 
with all had occupations that permitted time for TM. Pete was a professor; 
Oscar, who was only marginally TM but whom I met at a TM advanced 
lecture, was self-employed; Rob had sold vitamins and supplements to 
San Francisco Bay Area health food stores before moving to Fairfield and 
then to Washington, D.C., another TM capital; Joe was a TM teacher 
whom I met in Fairfield but who later moved to whatever Center in what-
ever city the movement sent him. With the exception of Oscar, each of 
these were good men with whom I could have developed a long-term, 
committed relationship, had one of them and I stayed in the same place 
long enough. But I suspect that at some point tensions would have arisen 
over my half-hearted and their total commitment to Maharishi. 
In 1990 Great-aunt Pertsie died, leaving me an inheritance of $7,000. 
For the first time, the $3,000 Sidha instruction was within my reach. 
"Clearly, you have the support of nature," other Sidhas said when I told 
them how I got the money. Maybe they meant that my great-aunt's cancer 
and her death in April 1989 were not natural acts in the sense that most of 
us would believe them to have been but an answer from the "Source of 
Creative Intelligence" to my need for more enlightenment, more TM. Or 
an answer to Maharishi's need for more followers, more money. I com-
pleted two of the four weeks of Sidha instruction at the TM Center in 
Kansas City. Good fortune followed as it always did in Sidha conversion 
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stories. Upon my return home I had a number of pieces of writing ac-
cepted for publication and I promptly got pregnant, ending the five and a 
half years of infertility that had followed the birth of my son in 198+ Such 
claims were expected parts of any TM conversion story. 
But too many pieces of my autobiography do not fit the formula. For 
instance, shortly before I moved to Omaha for my teaching position, the 
eating disorder that caused me to become thin and ill the summer I 
turned sixteen resurfaced, though in a different guise. For over three 
years - until my son was born in 1984 - I was terrified of eating food that 
I had not prepared myself. But TM did not cure everything as promised. 
Though I meditated faithfully during that thin and fearful time, my fear 
remained. 
Another piece that did not fit the metanarrative was that several times 
during my twenties and early thirties my desire to be a TM insider was so 
strong that I planned to move to Fairfield and live a TM life. I applied to 
teach at the MIU Children's School, and I inquired about teaching at the 
university's writing lab. But I discovered that MIU employees only receive 
room, board, a meager stipend, and discounts on TM instruction. Such 
compensations would not have met my and eventually my son's financial 
needs. And, too, Pete had warned me that I would have difficulty getting 
teaching jobs in the future with Maharishi International University on my 
resume, which is why he deleted it from hisown employment record. Per-
haps my desire to move to MIU was not great enough, since I never re-
ceived the support of nature. Or maybe I did. Perhaps Nature, the Source 
of Creative Intelligence, God, Spirit, or whatever force it is that deter-
mines our fate decided that it was in my best interests to keep me away 
from Fairfield. 
Nor could I find a place in my conversion story for my criticisms of 
Maharishi and his followers. I was critical, for instance, of TM's exclu-
sionary prices. As of September 1, 1993, it cost $1,000 for an adult or $600 
for a student to be initiated into the basic TM technique and $4,000 for 
Sidha instruction. TMers justify this price by saying that the $1,000 charge 
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is a sincerity test which winnows out the "dabblers." If a person earnestly 
yearns for something as good for the world and herself as TM, she will re-
ceive the support of nature and the means (the $1,000) will appear. Con-
versely, if she can't find the means, then she's not ready for TM. Come 
back when you're more solvent and more highly evolved. 
I was also critical of the TM belief that if enough people are meditating 
all the world's problems will be cured. Organizations that work for world 
peace, to eliminate hunger, to save the forests and prairies, and to reduce 
crime are only treating the symptoms, while TM strikes at the root of the 
problem. To some extent I can justify such thinking: when a group of 
people is of one mind, praying or meditating together, they can change 
sociopolitical systems. But no other religion that I know of actively dis-
courages practitioners from providing assistance to the suffering while 
they pray for systemic changes, as does TM. Quite simply, the TM powers-
that-be do not want practitioners to spend their time, energy, and money 
on anything but TM. 
Ignoring the needy is not a neutral act. Anurdha Dutt reports in the 
January 17, 1988, Illustrated Weekly of India a horrifying story about Ma-
harishi's NOIDA complex near New Delhi where his Ayurvedic drugs 
were manufactured for sale abroad despite the fact that the government 
canceled his license for some drugs. Dutt says that according to Dr. Govind 
Sharma, an Ayurvedic physician at the NOIDA complex from 1984-87, 
after some of the workers' children at the compound died of neglect -
contaminated food, malnutrition, poor medical care - a union was 
formed and a strike followed. Maharishi believed his detractors were be-
hind the complaints and refused to attend to them. I suspect that Mahar-
ishi justified the children's condition by saying that if the workers had 
spent their wages on TM and had done their daily Program, their children 
would be alive and healthy, receiving the support of nature. 
I was also critical of the extent to which some TMers were dependent 
upon their guru. Small portraits of Maharishi and his teacher, Guru Dev, 
adorn altars in Sidha homes; huge portraits of these men adorn their 
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walls. Maharishi guides life decisions through videotaped lectures. Most 
"insider" Sidhas can't speak at length on any topic without resorting to 
Maharishi's axioms and metaphors. And his lifestyle guidelines (Ayur-
vedic diets and medical care, natural fiber clothing, sleep and meditation 
schedules, and no south entrances in homes or workplaces) are followed 
to the letter. Needless to say, a disproportionate percentage of Sidha in-
come is funneled into bank accounts of high-ranking officials in the TM 
hierarchy. 
Likewise I am critical of what little I know of this particular guru. Ma-
harishi is reported to have taken a vow of poverty, which means that he 
does not benefit materially from the spread of TM and Maharishi Ayur-
veda (his extremely expensive version of the legitimate Indian medical 
system, Ayurveda). Nonetheless, in the mid-1990s Maharishi's empire (for 
tax purposes it is organized as a corporation under the leadership of a 
board of directors) was estimated to be worth three to three and one-half 
billion dollars. Maharishi once lived in a private compound near New 
Delhi, India, then in Switzerland, but now resides in an ashram in the 
Netherlands. Some say that he can't go home because the Indian equiva-
lent of the IRS is after him. 
Despite the devotion of his followers, despite the extent to which he 
has personally profited from their devotion, Maharishi is shockingly un-
available. He visits MIU seldom, and when he does he is treated regally. 
During the seventies and eighties the campus was usually a study in ne-
glect (cloudy windows, more weeds than grass, seedy-looking buildings), 
but at rumors of a visit from the Great Teacher, scrub buckets and lawn-
mowers were as ubiquitous as Guru Dev's portrait. During Maharishi's 
visit during the 1983 Taste of Utopia Conference, his first visit in four 
years, he was seated on a white sofa surrounded by pastel garlands in one 
of the two Domes of Pure Knowledge that rise from the cornfields like 
golden, nippleless breasts. Mterward he was chauffeured to a well-guarded 
former Parsons fraternity house. A simple life of poverty, service, and 
humility. 
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My TM story did fit the conversion formula, and I was not willing to re-
work it until it did. 
In 1994, I set out to write a book about the TM movement entitled The 
Technology of Bliss. In TM jargon, bliss is the state achieved through Ma-
harishi's Technology of the Unified Field (the latter, another name for 
TM). Most books written by cult insiders or former insiders fall into one of 
two categories: the conversion story written for other or future converts; 
the deconversion story (i.e., once I belonged to Corporate America, Femi-
nism, the Jehovah's Witnesses, etc.; I was saved from its evil clutches; de-
spite my scars, I now find life beautiful). My book would be unique. It 
would expose the dangers of TM found among the obsessively devout, 
which included mental illness induced by five to six hours of meditation 
per day; loss of income and savings; rejection of one's family; the failure to 
seek reliable medical care because of the belief that TM can cure AIDS, 
cancer, mental illness; loss of income and savings; rejection of (or by) 
one's family. And my story would expose what was good about TM, which 
included the well-documented ability of the technique to reduce the ef-
fects of stress-related illnesses; that it is a consciousness-centered philoso-
phy that Westerners can understand; and, most important, that many 
people have sought legitimate spiritual disciplines following their expo-
sure to TM. 
Certainly the greatest benefit of TM for me was that the simple TM 
yoga asanas awakened me to my body. This awareness led me into a for-
mal study of yoga with Margot, a teacher of Iyengar and Ashtanga yoga. 
Through Margot, who scorned TM because she believed that it took years 
of physical and moral preparation before one could meditate, I got a taste 
of what a real spiritual discipline demanded and offered. Since God is a 
force and presence that I experience as much through my body as through 
my heart and mind, the only true path for me is one that begins with the 
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body. It was quite telling that my first experiences at meditation followed 
physical exertion: even then I knew that I had to use more than just my 
head if I wanted to be at one with God. I have yet to discover a spiritual 
discipline that is as complete as yoga. I am grateful to TM for having 
pointed me in the right direction. 
My book would make readers uneasy because it would present the 
complexities of the cult experience. It would ask them to consider that 
those corrupt and/or mentally ill spiritual leaders - Jim Jones, Bhagwan 
Shree Ragneesh, David Koresh, Maharishi, Jimmy Swaggert, Marshall H. 
Applewhite, pedophile priests, and even Henry T. Mohr - may have, 
through their words or actions, deepened a follower's relationship with 
God. I was very sad to learn that Maharishi was corruptible: I had wanted 
him to be pure. Still, I find wisdom in some of his teachings. To only see 
the good or evil fruits a system bears is to be like the blind man who 
judged the elephant to be nothing but a sharp bone, since the only part of 
the elephant that he had touched was a hard and pointed tusk. TM, like 
any religion, is the sum of its parts. To recognize this is to understand the 
nature of paradox: that the same plant that bears the wheat also bears the 
chaff. 
My reasons for becoming a TMer are easy to explain. My journal en-
tries from around the time that I was initiated suggest that I was craving a 
spiritual life. At that time, Pete was the only adult I knew who was on what 
he called "a spiritual path." That is, Pete saw every event in his life -
including his dismissal from Iowa Wesleyan - as a gift of sorts that could 
hasten his journey toward enlightenment if he handled it with integrity. 
As Maharishi said, "All sufferings are slaps of nature to put us back on the 
path so that life's purpose can be accomplished." Had I known other 
adults who were living spiritual lives, had I encountered other true believ-
ers, I might not have turned my money and my soul over to the Maharishi 
and his organization. And, too, TM was the only group with which I had 
contact that maintained that consciousness rather than matter is primary. 
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Then and now I find that belief exhilarating, terrifying, and, above all, 
empowering. And, too, the winter of 1981 was a time when I wanted to be 
an insider. Soon I would be leaving my family and everything that was fa-
miliar to me. But wherever I went I could practice TM and find other 
TMers. By learning the language, the dress, and the lifestyle I could be an 
insider. That the TM lifestyle was exotic (Sanskrit terms, vegetarianism, 
incense, communal living, celibacy among some members) only strength-
ened the appeal. Finally, I could not forget my first experience at MIU 
while the flyers were in the domes. Though I was not doing TM, I was af-
fected by those who were, and it felt good. That simple fact kept me and 
will keep me from ever denying that there is something good and power-
ful in the TM technique. 
If I had comparison-shopped for methods of enlighteriment in 1981, I 
would not have chosen TM. I would have been alarmed to discover that 
when TMers speak of "flying," or "disallowing the physiology to age" (Ma-
harishi's words), or the ability to become invisible and to walk through 
walls, they are not speaking metaphorically. I would have been sickened 
by the unabashed guru-worship of some (though not all) disciples who 
have visions of Maharishi while meditating, who parrot his axioms and 
analogies when not. If I had studied the posters and pamphlets before I 
had visited MIU, I would have been baffled by the vague, effusive 
promises, which contain not a word about what the consumer really 
needs to know: exactly what she is buying and how much it costs. Conse-
quently, I would have dismissed TM as just another "for profit" enterprise 
and its devotees as crazy and/or gullible, and I would have considered 
other methods of seeking enlightenment - Sufism, Zen Buddhism, Ca-
bala, mystical Christianity - before binding myself to a path. 
For nine months I researched for and wrote The Technology of Bliss. I 
made several trips to Fairfield, Iowa, to look through the extensive collec-
tion of TM-related news articles on file in the Fairfield Public Library. I 
bought and read numerous books by TM insiders. To absorb atmosphere I 
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walked on campus and sat in the Student Union, in the MIU library, and 
at shops and restaurants owned by TMers. At the end of my nine months 
of work I had ten chapters covering what I thought to be the most impor-
tant aspects of the TM experience. 
I reduced these 150 pages to an overview essay which I submitted to 
one of the best literary journals for nonfiction. The editor was interested 
in my essay but was concerned. "The bottom line is that I, as an outsider, 
want you to tell me something substantive and specific about the con-
ducting of meditation in this particular school of spiritual activity," he 
wrote. "If I am not given any such information, then I feel I'm being sold 
the same snake oil in a reshaped bottle - and, more important, I feel that 
you are missing your primary opportunity to be creating a distinctive 
piece of writing on the subject at hand. Now suppose that (as I think may 
in fact be true) you are required by TM 'rules' to stand mute about the 
process when discussing it with outsiders. Well, then, I want the next best 
thing to what I asked for above: I want a more detailed look at what you 
can tell us about your own involvement, and I want a discussion of the fact 
that you can't tell us more." The editor asked me to complete a revision 
that addressed his concerns. I did - or thought I did. He returned my 
manuscript many months later saying that I still hadn't shown how TM 
was different from other expensive, guru-led paths to enlightenment. 
When I reread my overview essay, I was shocked to discover that I had 
withheld such essential information as how Transcendental Meditation 
was done. I withheld the details not for any of the reasons Pete professed 
but simply because TM forbade it. And I feared that if I divulged the tech-
nique that something bad would happen to me. Even now I cannot write 
or say out loud the real mantra I was given in 1981. I have used it for so 
long, it is so much a part of me that it would be like exposing a very inte-
rior part of my physiology or psyche to others. Even now I cannot write or 
say out loud those thirteen sutras which cost me almost $240 apiece in 
1989, though I have seen those words and phrases and how to use them 
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published in several anti-TM publications, including TM-EX, the news-
letter of the Transcendental Meditation Ex-Members Support Group in 
Arlington, Virginia. 
I showed my then-husband, who was not a TMer, though tolerant of 
my TM practice, the rejection letter I had received. When I told him that 
I couldn't tell how one did TM, he sided with the editor: "You're more of 
a supporter of Maharishi than you realize." In some respects I was a TM 
insider, which made me incapable of writing a "balanced" account of the 
TM experience. This realization so sickened me that I have not been able 
to return to the manuscript of The Technology of Bliss. Nor have I ever 
completed the Sidha instruction, which I paid for in full. 
In an earlier draft of Flight Dreams I had not written a word of my 
involvement with Transcendental Meditation. One reader said that my 
manuscript was not working because "parts [of my life story] are skimmed 
over or left out entirely." Of course people can sense when they are not 
hearing the entire story - just as I once sensed that something was miss-
ing from the countless TM conversion narratives that I had heard. Of 
course, I had to tell my TM story. Now I summarize my TM experience 
by saying that my desire for spiritual growth and a position as a group in-
sider was pure. The bottle I bought with my inheritance was filled with 
snake oil and just enough of the elixir oflife to leave me wanting more. 
This is a story I do not want to tell. 
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~ "That's the last person I'd expect you to be with," my friend Selena 
said when she met Oscar. "I picture you with a thin, dark-haired man 
wearing wire-rimmed glasses, a corduroy jacket with patches on the el-
bows, and Earth Shoes." What Selena was describing was the type of man 
that 1 expected myself to be with. Oscar really was, to use Lee's words, the 
"lowest common denominator." When 1 met Oscar 1 had only been living 
in Omaha for one year, knew few people, and had few opportunities to 
socialize since 1 spent most of my evenings and weekends preparing for 
my eight classes and grading the compositions from my 140 students. It 
was all that 1 could do to make time for Thursday evening yoga classes, 
Sunday afternoons at the TM Center, and an occasional movie with Se-
lena or an evening at her guru's house. At the time that 1 met Oscar, 1 was 
yearning for male companionship, and he was the only man within easy 
reach. 
1 met Oscar at im Advanced Lecture at the TM Center in September 
1982. My first impression of him was that he talked too long and loudly 
about people who had made money: Willie Thiessen, the Omahan who 
founded Godfather's Pizza; Warren Buffett, the Omahan who had made 
billions on the stock market; and Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald's 
("Read this if you really want to know me," Oscar would say one day as he 
handed me a copy of Kroc's 1977 autobiography, Grinding It Out: The 
Making of McDonald's). And Oscar liked to tell his own "success story." 
The story always started with his nineteenth summer when he worked at 
the Alpo dog food factory near his small Nebraska hometown. When the 
job ended, Oscar promised himself that he would never work for anyone 
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else again - a promise he has kept. The next several summers, he and his 
buddy, Bill, ran a root beer stand at the Nebraska State Fair where they 
earned enough money during a ten-day period to pay their tuition at 
the University of Nebraska for the following school year. Other money-
making schemes followed: Oscar and Bill bought and rented out recre-
ational vehicles; they bought old milk cans for a song in North Carolina 
and sold them for a good price to people in Nebraska who wanted them as 
front porch decorations. And so on. 
But at the heart of Oscar's autobiography was his story about the restau-
rant in Lincoln which had made him a millionaire. During that flush 
time ("Before the crash," he called it) he bought a new Volvo, a classic 
Corvette, and an enormous old house which he filled with expensive Eu-
ropean furniture, German stereo equipment, Moroccan rugs, and framed 
prints of Maxwell Parrish posters (dreamy, practically androgynous naked 
females who are forever swinging, swimming, or sunning). In the late sev-
enties, the city widened the street in front of Oscar's restaurant, which, ac-
cordirig to Oscar, made access to his restaurant extremely difficult during 
the construction of the two additional lanes. As a matter of principle, Os-
car refused to declare bankruptcy after he went out of business. What was 
not part of his success story was that occasionally someone came to his 
home and delivered a summons for him to appear in court. Apparently, 
the poultry supplier who had delivered chickens to Oscar on good faith 
expected to be paid. When I met Oscar, he didn't seem very concerned 
about his debts. He had just designed an upscale barbecued ribs res-
taurant in Omaha which he hoped would make him flush again. He 
dreamed out loud about selling franchises through the drive-through win-
dow and becoming the next Ray Kroc. Let the good times roll. 
For our first date, Oscar and I saw a Bette Midler movie, memorable 
only for the title: Jinx. Then he showed me his apartment. If material pos-
sessions indicated one's quality oflife, then Oscar lived better than anyone 
I knew. His apartment was one quarter of an enormous nineteenth-
century mansion that had once been the single-family dwelling of an 
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Omaha railroad tycoon. A cobblestone driveway led through the wild gar-
den to the front door. Oscar's apartment was rich with ornate woodwork, 
inlaid hearth tiles, a marble mantel, wainscoting, ten-feet-high windows 
(some with leaded panes, some with stained glass), a pedestaled bathroom 
sink, Oscar's heavy, tasteful furnishings, and shelves filled with hundreds 
and hundreds of record albums. 
Even though I didn't share Oscar's interests and values, I felt drawn to 
him. I have always been and still am attracted to men who are fervent 
about something, anything. That is one of the reasons why, after Oscar 
and I saw Alan J. Pakula's Sophie's Choice, I watched the movie again sev-
eral times alone and read the William Styron novel on which the movie 
was based as slowly and savoringly as I could. I was captivated by the bril-
liant, volatile, electrifying Nathan Landau. I regretted that Styron felt the 
need to explain Nathan's obsession with the Holocaust and his fervor for 
Sophie, the concentration camp survivor, with paranoid schizophrenia 
and drug addiction. I wish that Styron had permitted Nathan's passion 
alone to have caused him to burn so brightly that he finally burnt out. At 
any rate, the only men that interest me are those who have at least a por-
tion of Nathan's intensity. Lee and Pete had been passionate about their 
spiritual pursuits, as Rob, a devout TMer, would be. Erich was a socialist 
so committed to his cause that despite his college degree he worked nights 
as a machinist, sent money to the Sandinistas, and subscribed to a San-
dinista newspaper. Marc was committed to avenging the present-day and 
historic wrongs committed against the black race. Though the object of 
Oscar's passion was less idealistic than any of these, I still detected the 
same blind, ardent commitment that always has bewitched me. Despite 
the fact that most of Oscar's constant jokes not only weren't funny but 
made a genuine conversation almost impossible and that his talk about 
amassing and spending his entrepreneurial fortune was deadly boring, 
when he asked me out again, I accepted. 
Oscar and I dated infrequently that fall, since he was in the process of 
disentangling himself from a seven-year engagement to Jacqueline, who 
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was moving to Fairfield so that she could fly in the dome twice a day with 
the other Sidhas. Oscar refused to move with her. He said that he couldn't 
run an Omaha restaurant 250 miles away in Fairfield, nor did he want to 
attempt a restaurant in Fairfield (population 8,715) with its odd blend of 
Iowa farmers and vegetarian Sidhas. 
Once Jacqueline left, Oscar asked me to move into his beautiful apart-
ment with him. This invitation took me by surprise. We hadn't warmed 
up to it by spending more time together or by falling in love. Yet it wasn't 
romance but expedience that Oscar was offering. He said that it would be 
"mutually beneficial" for us to live together. He had just begun working 
on a restaurant with Bill in South Dakota, which meant that he would 
leave Monday mornings, stay with Bill and his family during the week, 
and return Friday evenings. I would water his plants, take his phone mes-
sages, collect his mail during his absences, and pay half of the rent and 
utilities, which would provide me with a lovelier, cheaper home than my 
studio apartment. Most of the time I would have his place - our place -
to myself; we would spend weekends together. 
I had been fantasizing about a man, a savior of sorts, who made enough 
money and who cared enough about me that I could quit my stressful job. 
(Then I wrote in my journal: "Going to work every day just isn't natural 
for me.") In an earlier century I would have sought a patron to fulfill my 
wishes. I planned that after my savior arrived I would use my free time to 
attend yoga class several times a week and to write, something I had always 
wanted to do but rarely had time for. When Oscar made his offer I 
thought that perhaps he was the not-so-charming prince who would liber-
ate me from the grind of making a living. Selena advised me not to give up 
my economic independence for any reason. She had done that once her-
self and found that it took an extraordinary amount of time and energy to 
free herself from the dependencies that such a situation had created. 
What you really need, she said, is a different way of earning a living. ] 
agreed, yet there was nothing else I was trained to do except wait tables 
and work in florist-greenhouses. Other types of work required more 
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schooling. With Oscar's fluctuating income I knew that I couldn't quit my 
job until the day arrived when he was selling franchises from the drive-
through window - if that day arrived. In the meantime, I would keep 
teaching. In December I moved a few of my essentials into Oscar's apart-
ment. In March I moved in most of my possessions and began paying rent. 
Rather than subletting my apartment for the three months remaining on 
my lease, I continued renting it - just in case. 
Oscar and I were an odd couple. The only thing we had in common 
was TM, a tenuous connection at best. Oscar had not started meditating 
of his own volition but because Jacqueline had paid for his initiation as a 
Christmas present several years earlier. Oscar believed that TM worked 
and was sure that when he became a Sidha his profits would go through 
the roof, yet he meditated infrequently. He hoped that I could help him 
become regular again. And Oscar was convinced that Maharishi was a 
crook: "He and some woman who's never meditated in her life are in 
his penthouse right now eating the best steak and snorting the best coke 
that our money can buy." Though I wasn't one of Maharishi's devotees, I 
wasn't yet ready to believe what Oscar was saying. I guessed that Oscar was 
projecting his own desires onto the Maharishi. 
We had several sources of friction in our relationship. One was food. 
Oscar, who called himself "The Rib King," predicted that barbecued ribs 
would be the next fast food wave and that he would be the one riding it. I 
was a vegetarian who refused to eat anything that had once had eyes and a 
brain. Oscar ate in restaurants twice a day so that he could "keep up on 
the competition." Because of my fear that food prepared by other people 
was tainted, eating in a restaurant was one of the last things that I wanted 
to do. If I had to eat in a restaurant or at someone's house, I would rather 
it have been in Selena's presence, since she knew all the kinks and details 
of my phobia. She said that my hours of yoga and meditation each day de-
manded a pure diet, but that I had taken a good thing too far. Once I dis-
covered what my fear was trying to teach me, I would be able to shed it. 
Her understanding and compassion put me at ease - relatively speaking. 
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Sometimes I even ate a little bit of her cooking. Nonetheless, on Saturday 
evenings I accompanied Oscar to dinner and forced myself to nibble at 
what I thought was least likely to have been tampered with - a baked 
potato, dry toast, packaged crackers. Then I endured the fearful, dizzy wait 
to see if I had been drugged or poisoned. Oscar had no patience with my 
phobia. "I haven't seen any improvement since I met you. Why don't you 
get a therapist who knows what she's doing?" 
Another source of friction for Oscar and me were our very different at-
titudes toward the home that we shared for a year. While most of our 
apartment was a study in nineteenth-century elegance, the kitchen was a 
nightmare. Mice scampered into the hole in the wall where the kitchen 
sink would have been had there been one. Despite its chugging, roaring 
exertions, the brown refrigerator-freezer turned ice cream to soup, fresh 
lettuce to wilted. The hardwood floor was not gold-brown and glossy like 
that in the other rooms but dark and dull, even after I mopped it. The 
walls and cupboards were flat carnation pink with glossy rose trim so that 
when light poured through the pink venetian blinds, the room was trans-
formed into a surreal bloody chamber, where one pulled fish, fiend, and 
flamingo casseroles from the oven. I found my kitchen more bearable if I 
imagined that it was in the overwhelmingly, unrelievedly pink Flatbush 
boarding house in Sophie's Choice where Nathan, Sophie, and Stingo 
lived. Oscar was not bothered by the kitchen. He rarely ate at home and 
only needed a bathroom sink where he could get a glass of water and a re-
frigerator where he could keep his orange juice cold. 
I envied Oscar's nonchalance about the housekeeping. It didn't make 
him edgy if there were pieces of Sunday newspapers and pistachio hulls 
strewn all over the couch, floor, and coffee table. Because order seemed so 
unobtainable in my classroom, where there were always piles of papers to 
grade or file, lessons to plan, and behavior problems to follow up on, I was 
intent on creating order were I could - in my home. 
So I went to work on my new kitchen. I swept mouse turds, dust, and 
cobwebs, then I scrubbed the stove, refrigerator, cupboards, and floor. I 
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lined the kitchen baseboards with hedgeballs to ward offbugs. I nailed two 
Pennsylvania Dutch hex signs over the stove to scare away mice and 
kitchen demons. I covered the hole in the wall with a wide, tall set of 
bookshelves, which I filled with cookbooks, herbs, spices, and antique 
dishes. I kept the venetian blinds rolled to the top of the windows so there 
was less pink and more light. My renovation efforts stopped short of in-
vesting in a sink, a plumber, and an exterminator, since a leaseless live-in 
relationship offered no guarantees that I would be around to enjoy my 
purchases. Even so, my kitchen was a masterpiece. When Oscar returned 
home from South Dakota, he was surprised to find bread rising and soup 
simmering in the former shell of a kitchen and clean dishes drip-drying 
in a drain rack in the bathtub where I had stooped to wash them. "Every-
thing seems in order," he said. "We really don't need a kitchen sink, 
do we?" 
The sinkless, rodent-infested kitchen was just one manifestation of a 
much larger problem. In Oscar's mythology I was the Earth Mother. I 
shopped at the natural foods co-op and made food from scratch; I medi-
tated regularly; I followed Maharishi's recommended sleep schedule 
(more out of necessity than choice since I had to be at work at 7:45 in the 
morning), while Oscar stayed up most of the night and was out of bed at 
the crack of noon; and I was free of the vices that he couldn't shake - too 
little exercise, too much marijuana, too much of the wrong foods, too 
much desire for material wealth. As Oscar's Earth Mother, I was to be nur-
turing, accommodating, and enabling. 
In my mythology, Oscar was a Trickster. He was the overreacher, at-
tempting more than he could achieve, suffering great losses as a result, 
never tasting contentment. When he did gain power over his opponents it 
was through cunning and unethical means. Like most tricksters, Oscar 
could unwittingly create something from nothing, order from chaos 
through his selfish actions. And as a trickster, Oscar possessed excessive 
amounts of those qualities that I needed more of: spontaneity (in Oscar's 
case, impulsiveness), unfettered creativity (Oscar lacked the discipline 
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and resources to bring his best, most timely, and probably lucrative busi-
ness ideas to fruition), the ability to see everything as a joke (which 
blinded him to emotional needs), a refusal to bow to authority (he never 
finished college, paid no taxes, was kicked off the board of directors at his 
own restaurant, hasn't spoken to his father since 1979). 
The archetypes that Oscar and I were projecting onto each other were 
at odds. He expected me to bring domestic harmony and order to his life; 
I expected him to liberate me. We quarreled frequently, usually with me 
accusing him of irresponsibility and disrespect. Once when he was sup-
posed to be meeting my train at the depot, he was in a bar with an ac-
quaintance. At least once that I know of and several other times that I can-
not prove, he spent the night with the woman from whom he bought his 
marijuana ("Because she wasn't you," he answered when I asked him 
why). He sometimes "forgot" to pay the electric or telephone bills even 
though I had given him the money to cover my half. Several times he ar-
rived home several hours late on nights that he had asked me to cook din-
ner. He in turn accused me of being too controlling. Among other things, 
I insisted that as long as we lived together he not smoke marijuana, come 
home drunk, or see other women. Before he left the apartment I wanted 
him to tell me where he was going and when he would return - a stupid 
question since he didn't know himself. In one particularly bad fight (I no 
longer remember the specific details but it was yet another variation 
on this liberation/control theme), Oscar pinned me in a corner in the 
kitchen. I wanted to escape his hold, to run away. To force him to release 
his grip on me, I kicked him in the balls. It was a stupid action, though it 
felt right at the moment. Oscar was so enraged that he threw me on the 
floor, straddled my chest, encircled my neck with his big hands, and 
squeezed. I was certain that I would die then and there while staring at 
the pink ceiling and his red face. My life did not flash before me. Instead 
I thought of my mother, who would not be content to let the courts 
handle this murder: she would kill Oscar herself. Blessedly, Oscar re-
leased his grip and vented the rest of his anger by slapping me and spitting 
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in my face. But I didn't care. I was so glad for the pressure on my chest and 
in my head to have lifted and to be able to draw air into my lungs again. As 
I was gasping for air, Oscar tried to push me into the bedroom. My relief 
was replaced by terror of what he might do to me back there. When I be-
gan screaming - probably hysterically - Oscar threatened to hurt me if I 
didn't stop. To prove his words, he bit my nose until it bled. Somehow I 
broke free and ran out of the apartment and got into my car. Oscar fol-
lowed me. He said that he wouldn't let me leave: we needed to talk. I do 
not remember what else he said, but I am embarrassed to say that eventu-
ally I went back into the apartment with him, I suppose in part because I 
felt responsible for the physical violence we had inflicted on each other. 
Oscar held my head in his lap and wiped off the dried blood with a cool, 
damp rag. He said that the only reason he had hurt me was because I had 
provoked him. For the next several days Oscar was as sweet as honey. 
Once the scabs on my nose had healed and the marks on my neck and 
the blood blisters above my left eye had faded, I went apartment hunting. 
When I told Oscar that I had put fifty dollars down to hold an apartment 
just a little over a mile from his house, he said that I could not leave him. 
He apologized again and again for having hurt me; the next day he sent 
roses to my classroom. I sensed that there was something that Oscar and I 
still had to play out. I couldn't leave him yet. 
In December I began waking up in the mornings with cravings for salt 
and protein, which I met by drowning cooked lentils in soy sauce and 
melted mozzarella cheese. Though my period had not arrived, it never 
crossed my mind that I might be pregnant. During my twenty-seventh 
summer, the summer that I lived with Oscar, a small problem led me to 
an Omaha gynecologist who said that I was probably infertile, though he 
couldn't say that with any certainty until he ran tests. This was not news to 
me. I had always sensed that there was no point in me using birth control 
and hadn't since Tim and I had "borrowed" from his father's supply of 
French Tickler condoms. I had fantasized about raising a daughter but ac-
cepted that she would have to be made in someone else's body. I promised 
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myself that when I turned thirty I would begin the process of finding a 
little girl to adopt. 
What I failed to take into account though was that each day I practiced 
two hours of Ashtanga yoga. This type of yoga created such great internal 
heat that at "jump" class we periodically mopped our sweat off the floor 
with big towels so that we wouldn't slide around in it. Margot said that 
such heat was powerfully healing: it realigned and detoxified the body. 
Eventually, such heat would stoke the inner fire to the point at which it 
would burn ignorance and delusion to ash, ultimately consuming the ego 
in its flames. I knew that yogic healing worked. When I began taking 
classes from Margot, I took a daily asthma medication. Within a couple of 
months I had reduced my medication by 75 percent. In a few more 
months I quit taking it completely. Margot warned that yoga can increase 
fertility, both for those women who want it and for those who do not. Be 
careful, she advised. Two of the women in my class did get pregnant. I had 
not considered that Margot's warning was intended for me, too. 
When I was visiting my parents during the Christmas break I bought a 
home pregnancy test kit not because I believed that an embryo was pres-
ent but to rule out the obvious before I called my doctor in Omaha to tell 
him that I wasn't menstruating. But when I looked in the test tube I saw 
the brown ring which signaled the presence of human chorionic go-
nadotropin, the hormone produced by a developing placenta. I had prob-
ably done the test incorrectly. I bought another kit and ran the test again. 
Again, the brown ring appeared. I was pregnant. I counted the months on 
my fingers. August. In August I would hold a warm and squirming baby in 
my arms. My baby. My stomach rolled with excitement. My mother, 
grandparents, and great-aunt were as excited as I was. Finally, a baby in 
the family, they said. Jamie instructed me to read math books to the baby 
beginning the sixth month of my pregnancy. John said that he would 
speak German to the baby in utero. "He may be a little confused at first, 
but he'll catch on." My father, however, seemed resigned. "There's noth-
ing we can do about it now, is there?" 
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I called Oscar and told him about the baby. "This could be the best 
thing that ever happened to me," he said. I was pleased that he wasn't an-
gry or worried. But when we talked the next day, he was angry. "I'll pay for 
the abortion," he said. 
"What abortion?" I asked. Oscar pleaded with me to do the right thing. 
When I still refused to do what he was asking, he ordered me to move out. 
I promised to be out of our apartment by January 1St. 
A few days later Oscar called to apologize. "I didn't mean that. I've 
never been with a woman who's gotten pregnant. You don't have to leave. 
Maybe we can get married." But I couldn't forget his demand that I abort 
or leave. I couldn't live with him any longer. And, too, I felt that I was 
finished with him. In my December 29, 1983, journal entry I wrote: "I al-
most feel that his [Oscar's] purpose for some strange reason only known to 
God was to impregnate me, and then I am to leave him." 
When I returned to Omaha on New Year's Eve I went to our apart-
ment, where I planned to call some prospective landlords. Jamie had 
come with me to help me pack. I planned to spend the night in the apart-
ment that I shared with Oscar and to move out the next day. But Oscar 
threw Jamie out of the apartment and hit me in the face with a hairbrush. 
I knew that I had to move out that day. 
Fortune was with me. I found an apartment with a fully equipped 
kitchen that I could move into immediately. The landlord and landlady 
lived downstairs. He was a warden at the state penitentiary; she was a state 
senator. I would be safe. Jamie and I returned to the mansion with a po-
lice escort so that I could collect a few of my clothes and enough towels 
and blankets that we could spend the night in my new apartment. Fortu-
nately, Oscar wasn't there when Jamie, the police, and I arrived. The next 
day, when Jamie and I returned to the mansion to pack, Oscar refused to 
let us. Instead, he stood at the kitchen door and threw my possessions into 
the yard, chipping dishes, spilling food, breaking plants and flower pots. 
"Keep it coming," Jamie taunted. I was afraid that the lifting, carrying, 
and worrying would cause me to miscarry but knew that remaining with 
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Oscar would be even more dangerous. Ever since he had tried to strangle 
me I had been afraid of him. Now that I was pregnant the stakes were 
higher. 
One of the things I left behind was the stack of journals that I had been 
keeping since 1981. During my absence, Oscar read them all. When he 
was finished he telephoned me. "As I was reading them, I fell in love with 
you," he said. In part I was moved by this response; in part I was furious. 
Why hadn't he fallen in love with the woman with whom he had been liv-
ing? She was the same person who kept the journals. One of the first 
things I did after I filed for divorce many years later was to lock my four-
teen years' worth of journals in a file cabinet in my university office. My 
journals are where I practice being honest: they are for my eyes alone. 
Now I believe that Honey Skrupa's children were not disrespectful of their 
mother's memories of and responses to the events of her life when they 
burned her decades' worth of diaries. Rather, they were following her or-
ders. When I am an old woman and know that my time to die is near, I 
may order my children to do the same. 
A few weeks after I was settled in my new home, Oscar called to say that 
he had presents for me at the mansion. I had several boxes of books that I 
had yet to pick up, so I agreed to stop by. In Oscar's dining room stood a 
cabinet containing a double sink and garbage disposal and a new, double-
wide refrigerator-freezer, capable of cooling enough food to feed a family 
of eight for several weeks. I was struck that Oscar had not considered run-
ning water in the kitchen essential enough to provide before that time. 
Clearly, it was extravagant luxuries he believed he was enticing me with. 
But they had arrived too late to change my heart. 
During the first weeks of my pregnancy I thought of little else but the 
life growing within me. I had dreamed of being pregnant with a boy a few 
weeks before I conceived, so I was certain that I was carrying a son. I col-
lected a few girls' names (Jensena, Greta, Eva) but made long lists of boys' 
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names - Benjamin, Caleb, Theodore, Jacob, Dietrich, Sven, Samuel, 
Patrick, Ian. 
Most of my friends were concerned for me about the difficulties of rais-
ing a child alone. But I wasn't concerned. I was willing to assume the re-
sponsibility of two parents, and my family had promised their support. Os-
car's sister was worried that when my child went to school the other kids 
would tease him because he was a "bastard." My mother and my friend 
Diane encouraged me to marry and then divorce Oscar so that I wouldn't 
have to bear the stigma of having a child "out of wedlock." But I wasn't 
worried. So many of my students either lived in single parent homes or in 
blended families that they would find nothing unusual in a boy whose fa-
ther did not live with him. Fortunately, Selena shared my joy. She had got-
ten pregnant by a black, married co-worker about the same time that I got 
pregnant. Rather than upset her very ill and very conservative Catholic fa-
ther with his unmarried daughter's pregnancy, she had a menstrual extrac-
tion. I believe that part of Selena's curiosity about my pregnancy stemmed 
from her regrets about having ended hers. Soon, she became pregnant 
again by a different married man. One year after my son was born, she 
gave birth to a baby girl whom she is raising alone. 
When I told Daisy, one of the other freshman English teachers, about 
my pregnancy, she stepped into her role as the National Educational As-
sociation representative for our building. "District 66 will can you when 
they find out. Hide your pregnancy until you sign a contract for next year." 
A few days later she told me that she had checked the district's policy and 
found that the termination of an employee was entirely up to the superin-
tendent's discretion. "You better get an attorney and prepare for a couple 
of grisly months," she advised me. I called Legal Aid, the Women's Re-
source Center at the University of Nebraska at Omaha, and Selena, who 
was a case investigator for the Office of Equal Opportunity Employment. 
Each of these experts that I spoke with told me about a recent case in Ne-
braska in which a pregnant single woman was fired from her job with a 
youth organization. In the court case that followed, the judge had ruled in 
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favor of the employer, who claimed that the woman was not an appropri-
ate role model for the young adolescents that she worked with. My em-
ployer might use this precedent to justify firing me. 
The union attorneys informed Daisy that district policy required that a 
pregnant employee inform her principal of her condition at once. To 
withhold such information was insubordination. In part I was relieved 
that I could come out with my pregnancy. I was near the end of my fourth 
month and could no longer fit in my regular clothes. Once I made my an-
nouncement I could wear maternity clothes. When I told the principal 
that I was pregnant (curiously, I cannot remember his face), he said 
little - not even a congratulations. But he had plenty to say when he 
called me into his office on the following Monday. He said that as a preg-
nant, unwed woman, I was not an appropriate role model for our students. 
I was to finish out the week in my classroom and turn in my quarter 
grades. The following Monday I was to report to the administration build-
ing, where I would be of assistance to the woman who administered Dis-
trict 66's Talented and Gifted Program. A substitute had been hired to 
teach my classes for the remainder of the term - for the school district, an 
expensive solution to the problem I posed. I asked if continuity of instruc-
tion wasn't of greater importance to our students than this questionable 
matter of role models. No, he said. It is not. Selena said that I had to ac-
cept the transfer: refusing a superior's orders was insubordination, for 
which I could be fired. I was dismayed by the response my pregnancy had 
evoked. All I wanted to do was have a baby. Yet the word insubordina-
tion - disobedience - kept cropping up. 
I prepared for my last day in the classroom by telling my students that I 
would spend the remainder of the semester working on a special project 
in the administration building. Some students were glad that I was leav-
ing; some were sad; some planned to visit me. When I turned in my quar-
ter grades I left a note in the principal's mailbox which asked for help 
moving my heavy boxes of books and files out of my classroom into my 
car. At the end of the school day a man from maintenance left a dolly in 
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my classroom. The rest was up to me. Though I had told three of the 
women that I taught with about my pregnancy and my forced removal, 
not one of them spoke to the principal about the unfairness of his deci-
sion. I don't remember them doing anything more than saying good-bye 
and wishing me well on my last day, though that summer Daisy would 
send me several pieces of clothing and baby equipment that her son had 
outgrown. On my last day, I cried all the way home. 
I was angry that the administration viewed the gestation of the baby that 
I had always wanted as a problem. I was angry that I felt like a high school 
girl who had "gotten in trouble." I knew that I would not have been in 
trouble ifI had had an abortion. Nor would I have been in trouble ifI had 
married Oscar and quickly divorced him, as my mother suggested. Indeed, 
I would still be in my classroom, the other teachers would be whispering 
plans about a surprise baby shower for me, and the principal and I would 
be negotiating my maternity leave. But others viewed the choice that I 
had made as unacceptable, perhaps even as a type of insubordination. 
I saw great differences between myself and my ninth-grade student 
Page who denied her swelling belly - a student for whom I could have 
been a positive role model had I been allowed to stay in the classroom. I 
was twenty-seven; I had a professional position; my pregnancy wasn't 
planned but it wasn't a mistake either. So why was I sorting papers and 
stuffing envelopes at the janitor's desk in the basement of the administra-
tion building, as if I had done something wrong? "I want you to know that 
I think you're brave for not taking the easy way out," one of the secretaries 
in the administration building said as she gave me a gift of baby blankets. 
I appreciated the heart behind her gift, but I felt ashamed. She, too, 
thought my pregnancy was a burden to bear, a scarlet letter. That summer 
while I was at the Burlington Public Library I ran into one of my eighth-
grade teachers from James Madison Middle School. "What does your hus-
band think of the baby?" she asked. When I told her that I wasn't married 
she paused. "Are you keeping the baby?" I felt dizzy. I don't remember 
what I said or did next. 
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I joined Single Mothers by Choice, an organization headquartered in 
New York City. The newsletters I received from this organization gave me 
the courage to say that I was a single mother not by necessity but through 
a deliberate act of will. But something didn't feel right about what I was 
asserting. During my pregnancy and Ian's infancy I felt an absence. At the 
time I couldn't articulate what was missing. I wouldn't understand the gift 
of a loving, attentive father until many years later when I watched the way 
that my daughter's father showed his love for her. My own father had been 
dutiful and present, though indifferent toward me - probably the same 
type of parenting that he had received. I needed a father for my child; I 
needed a father for myself. In the absence of such I felt incomplete, de-
fensive, ashamed. At the time I said that I quit my Lamaze class because 
the instructors were not supportive of natural births. In truth, I did not go 
back because I was the only person there who was not part of a couple. 
Each time the midwife asked me who would be my birth partner I said 
that I hadn't yet decided. I wanted my baby's father to attend the birth, 
though it wasn't Oscar that I wanted. As I was in the throes oflabor I made 
my decision: my mother would assist me. To have asked her at an earlier 
point would have been to name an absence that I didn't want to acknowl-
edge. In truth, I was single not by choice but by necessity. 
Mter I was forced from my classroom, I told friends and family that I re-
ally didn't mind. I was relieved to have a break from teaching, since I was 
more interested in reading books about fetal development and natural de-
liveries, buying sleepers, rieedlepointing a set of alphabet blocks (the first 
and last such project I have ever attempted), helping Selena to plan my 
baby shower, and imagining my baby's face than I was in designing bul-
letin boards and writing quizzes. But perhaps I was just as relieved not to 
have to explain the circumstances of my pregnancy and imminent moth-
erhood to the other teachers and to my curious students. 
I decided that even if I was offered a contract for the following school 
year that I would turn it down. I knew that I couldn't fulfill the demands 
of my job with a new baby. Besides, I didn't want to have to face such 
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heartless people each workday. I decided to finish out my teaching con-
tract for the 1983-84 school year and move home with my parents for the 
summer. In the fall I would enter graduate school, which would offer me 
a more flexible schedule and more time at home with my baby than high 
school teaching as well as the opportunity to prepare for something other 
than my present job. To that end, I applied for teaching assistantships at 
the few universities within driving distance of Burlington. 
But Selena urged me to take the school district to court. ''Your em-
ployer has a record of sexual and racial discrimination," she said. "We've 
been waiting for a chance to get them." As my friend she couldn't handle 
my case, but she would make sure that a trusted colleague of hers would, 
and she provided a list of those that she considered to be the best attorneys 
in eastern Nebraska. I was too afraid that a stressful court case would harm 
my baby. Instead I asked the teachers' union to represent my interests' with 
the administration so that nothing would jeopardize my paychecks or 
health insurance benefits for the remainder of my contract. 
Had I understood the source of my anger and shame in 1984, I would 
have been able to fight for what my son and I needed. When District 66 
ordered me to the basement of the administration building, I would not 
have gone quietly. I would have fought to protect the rights and dignity of 
all single mothers, as well as my income and benefits. If the administra-
tion wanted me out of my classroom, they would have had to carry me 
out - that day, the next day, and the next. I would have made sure that my 
students and their parents knew the issues being fought over. When my 
former teacher asked me if I was keeping my baby I would have answered: 
''You kept yours, didn't you?" When Ian was born I would have demanded 
that Burlington Medical Center release his name so that it would be 
printed in the Hawk-Eye along with the names of all the other babies born 
on August 21, 1984, even though it was against hospital policy to announce 
the births of "illegitimate" children. When Rob, a TMer with whom I be-
came involved the summer that Ian turned two, asked me to tell him my 
life story, instead of saying that I had been briefly married to Ian's father 
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(later and with difficulty I told Rob the truth) I would have told the truth 
at once and with great pride: that I was a single woman who started grad-
uate school when my baby was seven days old; that I graduated two years 
later, having slighted neither my baby, my studies, nor my students; that I 
met my son's financial and emotional needs with help from my family but 
no help from my son's irresponsible father. I was remarkable. Had I un-
derstood the source of my anger and shame in 1984 I would have re-
quested child support payments from Oscar and followed through to 
make sure that Ian got every penny he deserved. When Oscar failed to 
visit Ian or if he skipped child support payments I would have shamed 
him by telling his friends, his family, his new girlfriends, and the people 
that he was trying to swindle in the name of business about his neglect of 
his own flesh and blood. 
In spite of the unnameable discomfort I felt about the circumstances of 
Ian's birth, motherhood brought me more joy than I had ever known. 
When the nurse brought Ian to me for his first feeding, I was charmed by 
his eyes, which looked so much like mine. I loved his soft red hair. I loved 
the birthmark on his right buttock. I loved his name, Ian Patrick Knopp, 
and wrote it over and over. I loved the way that he sucked on his fist when 
he was hungry. I loved sitting in my antique rocker, holding him as he 
nursed or slept ("You're spoiling him," everyone said) while I worked my 
way through the reading lists for the courses I was taking. I loved the way 
that my family and my baby loved each other. When Ian was older I loved 
his companionship and the way that his friends and activities connected 
me to the larger community. An unexpected and very welcome benefit of 
motherhood is that my food fears almost completely disappeared when I 
became a mother. 
In time I was less and less bothered by the way that the school district 
had treated me and by my lack of a husband. But I became increasingly 
concerned about Ian's lack of a father. Oscar did not come to see Ian when 
he was born. When Ian was two months old I took the train to Omaha so 
that I could attend a yoga workshop and introduce Ian and Oscar to each 
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other. Oscar cooed and clucked as he held Ian. Then Oscar cried. "Ian is 
going to grow up without me." If Oscar's behavior during the first two 
months of Ian's life was any indication of what was to come, he was cor-
rect. "You could sign a statement acknowledging paternity," I suggested. 
Oscar's tears stopped immediately. ''When do we put the kid away for the 
evening?" he asked. Let the good times roll. 
The summer Ian turned one, Oscar drove from Wichita, Kansas, 
where he had just moved, to Burlington and bought Ian a badly needed 
car seat and stroller. It was the first time that he had made an effort to see 
Ian. When Ian was hospitalized with a bone infection for two weeks fol-
lowing his second birthday, Oscar called but did not visit. For Ian's third 
Christmas, Oscar sent a pink silk nightgown, cap, and booties, appropriate 
for a six-month-old baby girl. Oscar continued to send presents - some 
practical, some not - for Ian's birthday and Christmas. He visited once 
when Ian was three, twice when he was four. When Ian was five, Oscar 
came to Lincoln, Nebraska, where we were then living, with a bicycle for 
Ian and a wedding ring for me. Oscar got down on his knees and said that 
now that he had finally cleared his debts he was free to marry me. Oscar's 
financial and emotional neglect of his son had not endeared him to me. 
Oscar would not contribute financially to his only child until 1996, when 
he offered $120 per month toward payment of tuition at the private school 
Ian attends. I am grateful for the money, though it is not a contribution 
that I can rely on, since it arrives weeks late and could end at any time. 
August 21, 1997, Ian turned thirteen. Though Oscar has acknowledged 
each of Ian's birthdays with a gift, he hasn't visited him once in the past 
seven years. Ian is deeply and irrevocably shaped by the absence of a 
father. 
In my dreams, the apartment that Oscar and I once shared is dark. Os-
car is not home, but he could return at any moment, which frightens me. 
In these dreams I feel as though I am a trespasser, an outsider, one who is 
where she doesn't belong. I haven't his permission to be in his apartment, 
yet in a vague way I feel that I don't need his permission to be there. I have 
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come to retrieve something or to show something to the person or people 
accompanying me. When I awaken I can never name what it is that I was 
searching for and whether it was for Ian or for me. But someday I will find 
it, and I will never enter that apartment again. 
The story that I tell about Oscar and Ian baffles me. I do not know why 
my son came through Oscar instead of through one of the other men I 
knew, anyone of whom would have made a better father. I do not under-
stand why I lived with a man whom I did not like; why I stayed after he 
tried to kill me; why a man would not want to be part of his son's life; why 
it took so many years for me to discover the justified anger beneath my 
shame; why Oscar telephoned (for the first time in six months) as I was 
writing the first draft of this chapter of my memoir. A few weeks later, Os-
car called to tell me that his father would probably be dead within six 
weeks of bone marrow cancer. 
"Would Ian like to meet his grandfather before he dies?" Oscar asked. 
"Ian would like to meet his father before he dies," 1 answered. 
Oscar laughed heartily. "I knew you could make me laugh," he said. 
My impulse is to extract morals from this tale so that it will have a 
tidy ending. But I will resist. This is an unfinished story. It must be left 
open-ended. 
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~ Each evening between 5:30 and 6:00, I placed Ian in his high chair 
and fed him his Gerber strained vegetables and part of my own dinner. 
While he played in what remained of his food, I ate mine. Then I washed 
our few dishes, wiped out the sink, and filled it with warm water. Next I 
stripped him of his food-caked clothes and eased him into the water. 
While Ian played with his plastic toys, I swept the floor and mopped 
around his high chair. Then I soaped, rinsed, and dried him and dressed 
him for bed. Each evening, the same after-dinner routine. Each evening, 
so like all the others. 
Except for one. It was a January evening during Ian's second winter. I 
remember it with diamond-hard clarity. At the time, he and I were living 
in a dark, mildewy, but cheap basement apartment just a few blocks from 
Western Illinois University. He and I had reenacted our evening ritual yet 
again. My work was done, so I took a moment to lean against the counter 
while he splashed and gurgled. I may have mused about the unlikeliness 
of my circumstances. I, who once had been declared infertile, was moth-
ering a beautiful son. I, who at twenty had been placed on academic pro-
bation because of low grades, was pursuing graduate studies in composi-
tion and rhetoric and was teaching college freshmen how to write. I, who 
once had a comfortable salary and good benefits, was living so far below 
the poverty line that I couldn't buy such luxuries as clothing, dental work, 
long distance telephone calls, disposable diapers, enough food. At twenty-
eight I found myself in such a baffling set of circumstances that I some-
times wondered if it was I or some other force in charge of my life. 
What I was certain of was the temporariness of my situation: I was 
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marking time until my future arrived. Mter I graduated I would get a job 
and a permanent address in some large midwestern city. As Ian became 
more independent I would have more time to read, think, write, and so-
cialize. I would meet good men. IfI found one who was both exciting and 
stable, I would marry him. Then real life would begin. Real life. I'd know 
it when I saw it. But for now I was a sojourner, just passing through, just 
making do. The metaphorical nature of my underground existence said as 
much. I was a deeply planted seed, waiting for the earth to thaw. I was a 
mother lode, waiting for my treasures to be hauled to the surface. I was a 
hibernating creature, waiting for the increasing light of spring to rouse me 
into action. 
Ian was smacking his bath water with the palms of both hands. When 
water hit his eyes, he flinched. Suddenly, he released a vowel, round and 
light and clear. It rose and burst, washing the room in light. I was dizzy 
and nauseous from the too sudden awareness of where I was and what I 
was doing. I saw my rented kitchen - the green, cinder block walls; the 
dishes dripping in the orange drain rack; the narrow stove crusted with 
former tenants' dirt; the gray, Formica-topped table and red plastic chairs 
from the fifties; the bare lightbulb overhead - as if for the first time. This 
underground hovel, this laughing baby, this unexpected set of circum-
stances was the culmination of all that had come before, and this seamless 
moment held everything I had been waiting for. Real life was here and 
now, but because I had spent so much time anticipating the future, I had 
missed it - until that moment. I lifted Ian out of the sink. He was firm 
and alive. It was not water but liquid light that dripped from his toes. 
I do not recall the rest of the evening. I probably drained the water, 
dried, diapered, and dressed Ian as I did every other evening. I probably 
played with him on the floor while I listened to the television or radio. 
Later I probably nursed him and sang to him in the rocking chair until he 
fell asleep. Once he was in his crib, I probably sat down to study. Probably 
he cried again, and again I rocked him and put him to bed, and he cried 
again, and so on until finally I went to bed myself, cuddling him next to 
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me, the only guaranteed method of putting him to sleep. But I can say 
with certainty that the wonder of my life at that moment - my subter-
ranean haunt, my rocking chair, my spoiled, sleepless baby - filled me 
with pure appreciation, pure gratitude, and held me rapt. The future was 
nothing compared with this. 
Then and for a few years after I did not consider my moment of height-
ened awareness and insight to be a vision. A vision was Moses in the cleft 
of the rock, glimpsing God's backside. A vision was Black Elk gazing upon 
the hoop of his people and the sacred tree at the center of the earth. Once 
I would have considered it pretentious to compare my kitchen sink 
epiphany with those profound and transforming visions. But now I say that 
on that January night in 1986, when I was in the midst of the quotidian -
washing dishes and bathing the baby for perhaps the four hundredth 
time - the earth beneath my feet moved and split, and an impossible 
light poured through the cracks. From where did that liquid light em-
anate? Certainly, it was more light than a mere lOo-watt lightbulbcould 
produce. Certainly, it was more light than could flow through a dirty base-
ment window on the brightest summer afternoon, much less on a snowy 
winter night. Whatever the source, I was light-filled. 
Retelling the contents of a vision is like trying to describe a dream: we 
can narrate the plot or describe the setting, but the flavor of the dream is 
beyond words. In trying to impart the contents of our visions, we breath-
lessly reach for metaphors, but they are no more effective than the meta-
phors that failed to capture others' ecstasies: the seed unfurling and climb-
ing toward the light while converting the light into the self; a mystical, 
erotic marriage between the self and the divine. Twentieth-century 
visionaries employ the metaphors of physics. They might say that the mys-
tical experience is like being plugged into a high-voltage socket: it shorts 
or finally closes one's circuitry; it blows the lid off so one is a pure and hol-
low channel in which the transcendent moves; it rewires one, sometimes 
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for good. But since one of the characteristics of a vision is its ineffability, 
no metaphor can do justice to our revelations. We are left wailing at the 
impossibility of capturing and preserving our peak experiences in words. 
"The strange thing about this light," Thomas Merton, the Cistercian 
monk, wrote of his divine illumination in Havana's Church of St. Francis, 
"was that although it seemed so 'ordinary' in the sense I have mentioned, 
and so accessible, there was no way of recapturing it. In fact I did not even 
know how to start trying to reconstruct the experience or bring it back if I 
wanted to, except to make acts of faith and love." 
Though the contents of a vision may be ineffable, the deep meaning of 
that vision is not lost on the visionary. Black Elk, the Lakota holy man and 
warrior, received a power vision near the Little Big Horn River when he 
was nine - far too young to understand what it meant. But he preserved 
the vision for later understanding: "It was the pictures I remembered and 
the words that went with them; for nothing I have ever seen with my eyes 
was so clear and bright as what my vision showed me; and no words that I 
have ever heard with my ears were like the words I heard. I did not have to 
remember these things; they have remembered themselves all these years. 
It was as I grew older that the meanings came clearer and clearer out of 
the pictures and the words; and even now I know that more was shown to 
me than I can tell." 
So, too, my vision has remembered itself. Now, more than a decade 
later, I easily recall the details of my epiphany and the expansiveness that 
followed it. As I grow older the meaning of my vision has become clearer 
and more urgent. While I sometimes become so absorbed in the routines 
of mothering, teaching, maintaining a household, and the more mechan-
ical aspects of writing that I ignore or fail to notice the fleeting and the 
precious, I am no longer waiting for life to begin: it is here and passing 
quickly. 
But I seek ways to translate my vision into images and ceremonies that 
give me access to its wisdom and power. I dream of hiring a craftsperson 
to create a stained glass window bearing the fractured image of a child in 
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a basin, a bright, buoyant vowel positioned above him like a small sun. I 
will hang this creation front and center wherever I live. But in the mean-
time, I light a candle or pray while I wash dishes, sweep floors, braid my 
daughter's hair, or help my son with his homework so that I do not forget 
at what unlikely moments the transcendent breaks through, so that I do 
not forget the meaning behind the flash and the wonder. 
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~ I had always wanted to write but never had the time. Nor had I ever 
received formal instruction in creative writing other than a correspon-
dence fiction writing class from the University of Iowa that I completed 
my first summer in Omaha. The instructor wrote back that my stories 
were too clearly autobiographical. They were not successful by fictional 
standards. 
I entered the master's program in composition and rhetoric at Western 
Illinois University in August 1986, believing that my own writing would be 
as much the object of study as the writing of others. But I was wrong. The 
entire focus was on the practical and theoretical aspects of teaching stu-
dents to write. For one particularly dreary chapter of my thesis I counted 
the number of words and sentences in a semester's worth of compositions 
from six of my students so that I could determine the extent to which first-
year college students adapted their writings for different audiences. But 
my own sentences received scant attention. I felt like I had gone to a con-
servatory to become a concert pianist but instead was taught to tune other 
people's pianos. I was no closer to being a writer than I had been. 
My thesis director, Dr. Beth StifHer, recommended that I apply for doc-
toral programs in composition and rhetoric for the fall following gradua-
tion. But I was bored with the subject matter, and my son and I needed 
more of an income than a teaching assistantship and the Saturday morn-
ing yoga class that I taught at the community college could provide. I had 
to find real work. I applied for teaching positions at dozens of community 
colleges, each of which rejected me. In a tight job market I couldn't com-
pete with Ph.D.s with publications and years of teaching experience. In 
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desperation 1 did what 1 said that 1 would never do again: 1 applied to a 
high school. With my three years of teaching experience at a large high 
school, two years of university teaching, and a master's degree in com-
position and rhetoric, my application was superior to those of the other 
ninety-eight applicants for the position at Valley High School in West Des 
Moines. 1 didn't mind moving to Des Moines: it was a city of 200,000, 
which seemed quite cosmopolitan after Macomb (population 20,000, 
most of whom were students) and Burlington (population 27,000). And 
the job at Valley was better than my job at Westside High School. At Val-
ley 1 would teach five instead of eight classes; 1 would not have hall or 
cafeteria duty; instead of teaching grammar and composition to average 
and low average sophomores as 1 had at Westside, my assignment would 
include teaching two or three sections of advanced placement composi-
tion, a course offered to the top students for which they could receive col-
lege credit, depending on their performances. Still, 1 was sick and fearful 
at the thought of teaching high school again. Had 1 gotten myself into an-
other sixty-hour-a-week job? How could 1 maintain that schedule now that 
1 had a child? 1 signed the contract, committing myself to Valley High 
School for the 1986-87 school year, and didn't sleep for the next several 
nights. June 6, 1986, 1 wrote in my journal: "I don't want to be crammed 
into that box again but don't know what else to do." 
1 was not afraid of hard work, nor was teaching without its rewards. 1 
had found it very pleasurable to teach Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird 
to sophomores and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Williams's A 
Streetcar Named Desire to juniors at Westside High School. One student 
whom 1 flunked the first quarter finished the semester with a B+ because 
her working-class parents came to check on her progress every Friday af-
ternoon. At Christmas, several students brought me presents of plates of 
homemade cookies and candies bearing flattering messages such as "To 
my favorite teacher." What 1 disliked about teaching was that 1 had so 
much more work than 1 could finish in an eight- or nine-hour work day. 
Perhaps if 1 could have permitted myself to slough off a bit by assigning 
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more long-term group projects and more in-class reading time and by 
showing more films, work would have been more bearable. But I took my 
job seriously. For some students, mine would be the last English class they 
had in their life. How could I waste their time? 
Shortly after I signed the contract with Valley High School I drove 
from my parents' house to Fairfield so I could shop at the Golden Glow 
for natural foods, do some journal writing in the quiet of the MIU library, 
and then find an out-of-the-way place where I could meditate while the 
Sidhas were flying (only Sidhas could meditate in the domes). But I never 
made it to the library. As I was examining the produce at the Golden 
Glow, I struck up a conversation with a handsome man. I could tell at 
once that he was a Sidha by his very un-Iowan dress and demeanor and by 
the slightly glazed look in his eyes. We had lunch together at the Golden 
Glow deli; he canceled his plans to spend the afternoon picnicking with 
some Sidha friends so that we could spend the afternoon walking and 
talking. I found Rob extraordinarily attractive: he was a tall, dark, slim Ital-
ian American who stared at me too long, too intensely, violating my mid-
western sense of space. Everything he did was fast - he ate fast, he walked 
fast, he talked fast, which I attributed to the fact that he had spent most of 
his life in New York City. Soon I would discover that his most remarkable 
talent was his ability to make quick, accurate judgments about people and 
events. Mter having known each other only a few days Rob sized me up 
with a high degree of accuracy: "You like to make things last because 
you're afraid you'll run out; you're both a conservative and a free spirit, 
which makes you more reliable than most women who are on the Pro-
gram [TMers]; you've never been in love; you're suppressing your desire 
to be rich; you're more of an aesthetic than a meticulous Virgo; you're 
more likely to challenge a point than to make a point; you make decisions 
with your head instead of your heart." Rob was quick, fiery, and intuitive; 
I was earthy, cautious, and sluggish (stable or grounded, he said). Our 
temperaments were perfectly balanced. Later, Rob said that he should 
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have asked me to marry him the day we met. Had we not both been in 
such unsettled states I would have said "yes." 
Rob was in Fairfield for part of the summer so that he could meditate 
daily in the men's dome before he went on a long TM course in Washing-
ton, D.C. He had recently quit his job selling supplements to San Fran-
cisco Bay Area health food stores, a job that paid well and offered the flex-
ible hours that a Sidha needed. He planned to move either to Fairfield or 
to Washington, D.C., that summer - about the same time that I would 
be moving to Des Moines - so that he could live in a TM community. 
Though I knew that it was foolish for me to become involved with Rob 
since he and I were both in transition, there was no way that I could stop 
or even slow my attraction to him. We saw each other frequently the next 
few weeks before he left for the Washington, D.C., course. We wrote and 
telephoned during our separation. My only reservation when Rob asked 
me to fly to California at his expense and stay with him in Berkeley as he 
prepared to move was Ian. I had been away from him only twice: once 
when I took my yoga students to a workshop in Omaha when he was eight 
months old, during which time my parents had to take him to the hospital 
emergency room for a bad double ear infection; once when I went to the 
job interview in West Des Moines. But my parents were delighted about 
having Ian to themselves for a few weeks. I accepted Rob's offer. 
Rob had quit his job before he had found another one, which worried 
me. But he said that when you follow your heart, the universe supports 
your efforts. Besides, he had saved enough money from his job and invest-
ments that he could live without working for two years, and he believed 
that he would do consulting work from Fairfield. My plan was more con-
servative: I was feverishly applying for jobs, including two at MIU. I would 
break my contract at Valley the second I found a job and worry about any 
bad karma such an action created later. ''You do everything backward. 
And so slowly," Rob said. ''Your heart is telling you that you shouldn't take 
the West Des Moines job. If you ignore your heart, you will not receive 
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the support of nature. Quit the job that you don't want, and the one that 
you do want will come your way." As much as I wanted to follow his ad-
vice, I couldn't. I had a child to support and no money. I couldn't be as 
daring and as trusting as Rob. 
The two weeks that I spent in Berkeley were heavenly. I loved Califor-
nia; I was close to being in love with Rob; and I appreciated the opportu-
nity to remember what life was like before I had a child to tend to most of 
the time. Rob did his program at the Berkeley TM Center, which re-
quired a couple hours each morning and late afternoon. While he was 
gone I took long walks. In recent years I had felt conspicuous. In part this 
was because I was a vegetarian before that lifestyle choice became com-
mon, I was an ardent practitioner of yoga, and I was a single mother. But 
even more, I sometimes felt that people noticed me because I did not 
look like an average Iowan, Nebraskan, or western Illinoisan. However, in 
Berkeley I felt unremarkable. I savored my anonymity and inconspicuous-
ness. Even on crowded streets my walks were private. 
One of my favorite walks in Berkeley was to the Clash, a used clothing 
store that smelled of closet must, mothballs, perfume, and body odor. 
Most of the clothes were not on hangers but in wrinkled wads in large 
wicker baskets. I suppose that one reason I kept returning to this shop was 
Trina, the proprietor, who had recently ended a seventeen-year career 
teaching kindergarten to sell used clothes. I admired her audacity in giv-
ing up a secure, respectable career to do what she loved - sorting clothes 
and talking to the quirky people who bought her clothes. Her career 
choice was especially admirable since she wasn't a very effective sales-
person. Several times she had tried to sell me Italian military shorts (gray 
shorts with a button fly). It wasn't shorts I needed but long-sleeved shirts, 
since I hadn't expected San Francisco to be so cold in August. I tried to 
imagine myself selling clothes at the Clash. I tried hard to imagine what 
else I would do ifI didn't teach. Wait tables? Open a yoga studio? Become 
an auctioneer? An herbalist? A locksmith? Read tarot cards? I considered 
all the people I knew who had made career changes in their thirties: my 
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mother had left secretarial work for teaching; Lee had left teaching for 
construction; Pete had left counseling recovering alcoholics for teaching; 
Selena was hoping to quit her job as a social worker and do spiritual coun-
seling; Rob had left sales for consulting, he hoped. Most of the people 
I knew had chosen careers in their late teens or early twenties that no 
longer fit a decade or so later. I was part of a larger pattern. 
I knew that as soon as I returned from San Francisco I would have to 
drive to Des Moines, find a place to live, and begin cramming myself into 
that box again. This knowledge made everything about San Francisco and 
my time with Rob particularly poignant. Slowly, he and I unraveled our 
life stories for each other as we window shopped, browsed in bookstores, 
went to every type of restaurant imaginable (my favorite was Real Good 
Karma near Dolores Park, which had a black piano player, a portrait of 
Ramana Krishna over the counter, and a waiter who bungled most or-
ders). And we explored San Francisco - the Iyengar Yoga Studio; a yard 
sale where I bought a red coat sweater that I sometimes still wear eleven 
years later ("You should buy it because it's unlike anything you have," Rob 
said); Haight-Ashbury, where Janis Joplin began her career as a rock star 
and where Joan Didion sadly, unobtrusively recorded the time and place 
where one could most clearly see that the American Dream had literally 
gone to pot. One day after a trip to Mill Valley we bought parts of our 
lunch at various restaurants and then sat in a courtyard to eat. Sunlight 
fell through the lattice roof. Most days in San Francisco had been so cool 
and foggy or rainy that this warm light was the real feast. While Rob 
checked his stocks in the newspapers I turned my face to the sun and 
basked. Though I wanted it to last forever, I knew that a brief, significant, 
and delicious period of my life was ending. The most that I could do was 
to be fully present in the moment. 
Of course I didn't have to go to Des Moines. Rob had drawn up a bud-
get for me and helped me brainstorm ways that I could support myself and 
Ian in Fairfield. And he called about some teaching positions listed in the 
San Francisco Chronicle. "If you have to teach high school, you might as 
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well do it here." It made me dizzy to think about applying for a job that 
would begin in a few weeks in such a large city where housing was so un-
affordable. If I couldn't get a teaching position I could apply for a job at 
the Clash or at Real Good Karma and sublet Rob's apartment, where I 
would pay a modest rent by Berkeley standards but enough to pay for two 
such apartments in Des Moines. Better yet, I would convince Rob to stay 
in San Francisco with Ian and me. But such impetuosity, such daring was 
against my nature. I couldn't do anything until I was completely and un-
reservedly ready. 
While Rob interviewed people who were interested in subletting his 
apartment and sorted through his possessions, trying to decide what was 
dispensable and what was not, I read Saul Bellow's Herzog, from which I 
copied the following quotation into my journal: "When a man's breast 
feels like a cage from which all the dark birds have flown - he is free, he 
is light. And he longs to have his vultures back again. He wants his cus-
tomary struggles, his nameless, empty works, his anger, his afHictions and 
his sins." In my journal I speculated that, like Moses E. Herzog, I was 
more comfortable with misery than joy. Or perhaps my dark birds could 
not fly from my cage until I had learned something significant about right 
livelihood by working at a job that I did not want. Even the appearance of 
the "right" man couldn't dissuade me from that task. 
Shortly after I returned from California, I moved to Des Moines. Any-
thing that could have gone wrong on the move did. It rained during most 
of the 186-mile drive between Burlington and Des Moines. Ian and I fol-
lowed my father's truck in my car where we watched the tarpaulin that 
was supposedly protecting our mattresses, books, record albums, and few 
pieces of furniture flap in the wind. Once we got to my new duplex, my fa-
ther and Jamie deposited my possessions in a wet heap in the middle of 
my living room floor and departed. They both had to work the next day 
and had a three-and-a-half-hour drive ahead of them. I had no food in the-
house, not a dry blanket to sleep on that night, and my duplex hadn't an 
air conditioner or a refrigerator, something I had not been concerned 
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about when I signed the lease. Nor could anyone call me - Rob, my par-
ents, the people who were to deliver the used refrigerator that would keep 
my food almost cold for the next two years - since the telephone com-
pany had given me the wrong telephone number, which I had passed out 
to everyone I knew. Clearly, I did not have the support of nature. 
That fall, Rob visited me twice in Des Moines. Neither visit went 
well. He spent so many hours each day meditating and carrying out his 
Ayurvedic health routines (during which time I tried to keep Ian quiet) 
that I barely got to see him. Finally and with great difficulty, I asked him 
to leave, which in effect ended our developing relationship. Eventually, 
Rob moved from Fairfield to Washington, D.C. He said that the energy in 
Fairfield was good but that he needed the pace of a large eastern city. I 
would see him once more. That Christmas I spent the day at MIU with 
Taki, a new male acquaintance, also a Sidha. While Taki and I were look-
ing at books at the 21st Century Bookstore, I turned around and there was 
Rob. I had forgotten how ravishingly good-looking he was. He asked me to 
join him for tea; with regret, I said that I couldn't because I was with a 
friend. Now I wish that I had accepted Rob's invitation even if it meant 
bringing my friend. Once again practical details interfered with my ability 
to follow my heart. Rob hugged me, and we never saw or heard from each 
other again. 
That fall I threw myself into my work so that I wouldn't think about 
Rob. Soon, I would not need distractions. One Sunday afternoon in Sep-
tember, when Ian and I were playing in the park, I noticed that he was 
limping. The next day he stopped walking and only crawled. The next day 
he used his arms to drag himself from place to place. The doctor assured 
me that the proble~ would take care of itself. Yet the next day Ian was 
feverish and could barely move. A bone scan and other tests revealed th~t 
he had osteomyelitis, a bone infection in his left leg just below the hip. 
The doctor said that in the days before antibiotics, people died from bone 
infections or had their limbs amputated. I was cold with fear. What if Ian 
didn't heal completely? What ifhe died and I had to go back to my duplex 
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alone, where everything was just as we had left it - Ian's juice cup in the 
middle of the living room floor, green crayon scribbles on the living room 
wall, his disposable diaper in the bathroom wastebasket, his unmade bed? 
I would have to run away and start an entirely new life in some other part 
of the country where I wouldn't be reminded of Ian's absence every time I 
turned around. 
I blamed Ian's illness on my move to Des Moines. I had found a won-
derful babysitter for him, but I had to leave him at her house from T15 in 
the morning until I got home from school at 4:15 in the afternoon. When 
we returned home Ian wanted to spend time with me, but I was tired and 
cranky. To let go of my stressful day I needed time alone. And I had hours 
of work ahead of me. My advanced placement composition students 
wrote at least one essay a week; I gave them hefty reading assignments 
which demanded extraordinary preparation time from me; and I taught 
sophomore English and a contemporary literature class for remedial stu-
dents which also demanded preparation and grading. Each weekend I 
hired the teenage girl who lived next door to watch Ian either on Saturday 
or Sunday afternoon so that I could work. I had crammed myself into that 
box again. I had not followed my heart, and now my son and I were pay-
ing for my mistake. 
For the next thirteen days Ian received intravenous antibiotics and 
slowly recovered. Mter I used the five days allotted under my school dis-
trict's family leave policy, I came to the hospital when I got off work each 
day, slept on a cot in Ian's room, and went to work from the hospital the 
next morning. Ian's babysitter stopped by for a few hours each morning so 
he wouldn't be alone all day. My parents came to Des Moines both week-
ends while Ian was in the hospital and stayed with him so I could prepare 
my clothes for the next week, sleep in my own bed, and work on my three 
class preparations. But my classes were the least of my problems. My in-
surance plan asked me to learn how to insert needles into Ian's hands and 
work the IV equipment so that I could administer his antibiotics at home. 
But I was too afraid that I would kill him by introducing an air bubble into 
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his bloodstream. Because of my unwillingness to give his medications, a 
surgeon placed a Hickman catheter in an artery in Ian's chest so that a 
home health care nurse could shoot his medications through the rubber 
tube that extended from a hole in his chest four times a day. For the next 
six weeks Ian and I didn't sleep through the night since a nurse came to 
administer the medicine at midnight and at six in the morning. Still this 
was preferable to my poking around for veins in Ian's little hands. 
The strong antibiotics caused Ian to develop erythema multiforme, an 
inflammation that resulted in huge, raised red splotches over his body. 
More tests and X-rays revealed that Ian's leg had healed completely 
enough to stop medication a week ahead of schedule. Then the surgeon 
removed the catheter, and our ordeal was over. I was grateful that Ian was 
his old self again. I was grateful that my medical insurance covered every 
penny of his care. Yet I still believed that if I had not taken a job that I did 
not want that Ian would not have gotten sick. I felt tired, relieved, sad, and 
guilty. Mostly, I wanted our lives to settle into a predictable routine. 
That winter life did settle down. I learned to streamline my work by 
writing fewer comments on my students' papers. I made a little time to 
work on causes that mattered to me - nuclear disarmament, Amnesty In-
ternational, Jesse Jackson's 1988 presidential campaign. And I began writ-
ing. I wrote during my planning period at school. I wrote when my stu-
dents wrote. I wrote when Ian napped on weekend afternoons and on 
my days off. Sometimes I took a sick day to stay home and write. I wrote 
whenever and wherever I could squeeze in a free moment. I continued to 
scribble in my journal as I had for years, but I was also writing poems. 
Since poetry could be autobiographical, I was more successful as a poet 
than as a fiction writer. And poetry fit my busy schedule. I hadn't the time 
for sustained pieces of writing, but I could produce a dozen or two lines of 
poetry. Yet the brevity of the poems that I was reading and writing frus-
trated me. 1 needed to fill many pages, margin to margin, to say all I had to 
say on a particular subject. Poetry was just too lean. 
Fiction would have permitted me more room to explain myself, but I 
Real Work: 213 
did not want to write about myself through a fictionalized version of my-
self. "Fiction is a lens that distorts, combines, transforms, mixes things up, 
disguises real people as composites, cloaks real experience in the illusion 
of experience, blurs the hard edges of memory," says Philip Gerard, who 
writes both fiction and nonfiction. "If you write fiction well enough, you 
don't remember which parts really happened and which ones you made 
up." I didn't want distortion, illusions, and a blurring of the edges. I 
wanted to be a credible voice of witness about real people and events. 
And, too, I had little interest in fictional worlds and situations, since what 
I encountered in my daily life was infinitely more remarkable and engag-
ing than anything that I or anyone else could make up. So I developed 
parts of journal entries into true stories - essays - a form that fit my dis-
position perfectly. My essays gave me the opportunity to keep track of the 
details of my life. My essays permitted me to discover why something had 
caught my eye, my ear, my heart. And they gave me an opportunity to re-
live or at least revisit parts of my life. 
Newspaper and magazine editors were willing to publish my essays and 
sometimes even pay me for them. I published short essays about my Sat-
urday morning bread-baking ritual, my mother's "Mormon closet" (that 
place in the basement where she stockpiled food in case of disaster), the 
Des Moines farmer's market, a blue-grass festival in Missouri where Bill 
Monroe and his Blue Grass Boys had charmed the audience, my antique 
rocking chair that I purchased at an estate auction in Keosauqua, Iowa, 
and so on. 
My interest in writing essays led me to assign works by E. B. White, 
James Baldwin, Virginia Woolf, Lewis Thomas, Norman Cousins, and 
Joan Didion for my advanced placement composition students to read, 
analyze, and, in some cases, imitate. These readings helped me to see that 
an essay could be more than just a straightforward reporting of an event 
followed by or interspersed with philosophical musings. But it wasn't until 
I picked up a copy of excerpts from Annie Dillard's Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 
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that one of my colleagues was distributing to her sophomore writing 
classes that I glimpsed the possibilities of the form. I was astonished by 
Dillard's imaginative accounts of the giant water bug, the polyphemus 
moth, the tree with the lights in it, and the lushness of her language. Dil-
lard's work was proof of her observation in the introduction to The Best 
American Essays, 1988 that "the essay can do everything." I wanted to dis-
cover the full range of possibilities in my own essays. In the essay I had 
found my home and my lifework. All that I needed was time. 
While riding my bicycle on a Sunday afternoon during October 1987, 
my second fall in Des Moines, I was stopped by the curious behavior of a 
fiery maple. Though there was no breeze, the scarlet leaves twitched. 
Though there wasn't a bird in sight, a din of chirps and chatters came 
from within the tree. Then a great silence fell. Suddenly, starlings were 
hurled from the tree like sparks from a blown fuse. The birds scattered 
and gathered into an inky cloud. 
I felt so weighted with my earthly cares - my overactive son strapped 
in the child carrier behind me, the job I had grown to resent, the impulse 
to write but not enough time or leisure to bring that desire to fruition, po-
litical concerns that I took too personally - that I felt guilty taking time 
for something as unproductive as watching birds. But when I saw the ris-
ing flock, something old, deep, and almost forgotten stirred within me. I 
wanted the sensation of lightness. I wanted to flap and soar and glide. I 
wanted to leave my cares and the earth behind for a moment. I wanted to 
join the starlings' roiling cloud. My flight dream was back. 
One starling left the flock and perched on a wooden fence rail near the 
spot where I was perched on my bicycle. She was in her winter plumage, 
dull, brown, and speckled, instead of summer's iridescent blue, violet, 
green, and bronze. I watched her push off her perch and join the flock. 
She was one of many moving dots, all the same. Soon the birds were not 
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separate but a dark smudge in the distant sky. My dark birds were ready to 
fly from their cage. I imagined myself pushing hard against the earth, 
tucking my feet, and rising to follow the birds. 
This flight of birds and my response to it was a sign that it was finally 
time for me to follow my heart and to make a change in my life. That fall 
I applied to M.F.A. programs in creative writing and Ph.D. programs in 
English. It wasn't another degree I was seeking. Rather, I saw my return to 
school as a fellowship of sorts which would provide me with a couple of 
years in which I could write. Of course I would have to take and teach a 
few classes, but that was nothing compared to the load I was presently car-
rying. And of course I would have to pay for the writing time. My salary 
for the next academic year had I stayed at Valley High School would have 
been $23,000. In 1987 the highest paid teaching assistantship that I knew 
of was at the University of Nebraska, which paid about $9,000 for the aca-
demic year, with the possibility of teaching a summer class for an extra 
thousand dollars or so. To prepare for my "fellowship" I saved money ag-
gressively, $300 per month right off the top of each check, so that I could 
supplement my assistantship income with savings. Once my savings were 
spent I would quit graduate school and find a job with an adequate salary, 
though I wasn't willing at that point to imagine what form my exchange of 
time and energy for money might take. I would worry about that later. 
In early February then-graduate chair Louis Crompton called to ask 
me if I was still interested in a teaching assistantship at the University of 
Nebraska at Lincoln. Actually, I had been dreaming of moving to Califor-
nia or New Mexico, but yes, I would come to Nebraska. Professor Cromp-
ton said that the graduate committee would make their final decision by 
the end of the month as to whom they would offer assistantships. I vowed 
to myself that even if I wasn't selected at Nebraska or one of the other uni-
versities to which I had applied I would quit my job at Valley High School 
and find a good waitressing job. At least when I clocked out at the end of 
my shift at the restaurant my time would be mine - for my son and my 
writing - since I wouldn't have papers to grade or lessons to plan. 
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Shortly after 1 made my daring decision my pastor started a new adult 
Sunday School class. He asked each of us to introduce ourselves to the 
group by telling our names and something about how we spent our time. 
Usually I identified myself as a mother and a high school teacher, but now 
the latter designation no longer fit. I mustered up my courage and told the 
truth. ''I'm Lisa Knopp. I am the mother of a three-year-old boy and I am 
a writer who teaches to pay her bills." I had claimed my priorities and my 
true identity. I felt cut loose. 
Following Professor Crompton's call of inquiry, I wrote a letter of resig-
nation to my principal. One of my colleagues said that it was rash of me to 
quit one job before I had another one lined up. "You do have a child to 
think about," he said. His concern for me was genuine, just as my concern 
for the seemingly rash life changes that Rob had made were genuine. Yet 
1 couldn't have stopped what 1 was doing for anything. In The Soul's Code, 
Jungian James Hillman says that one's calling in life is inborn and that the 
point of life is to wrestle that calling into the world. During the winter of 
1988 I was in the throes of hard labor; my single focus was to bring what 
had been growing inside of me into the light of day. I submitted my letter 
of resignation: 
February 18, 1988 
Dear Dr. Brookes: 
In Writing Down the Bones, Natalie Goldberg says, "I feel very rich 
when 1 have time to write and very poor when I get a regular paycheck 
and no time t9 work at my real work." 1 have decided that it is time for 
me to get on with my real work: writing. Therefore 1 am resigning from 
my position at Valley High School, effective August 31, 1988. 
Sincerely, 
Lisa Knopp 
In the days that followed my resignation I was edgy. How would 1 pay 
my bills? Ian's recovery from his osteomyelitis seemed complete, but what 
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if he needed a hip replacement? But, too, I was exhilarated by my faith 
that the universe would support me in my desire to write. True faith de-
mands a leap, which is why it appears blind or illogical to those who have 
not experienced it. I had finally made the leap. And I now understood 
why I had to take a job that I did not want. If I had found a less frustrating 
job, I might never have started writing and discovered my true work. IfIan 
had not gotten ill, my heart might not have opened to such an extent that 
following it was irresistible. 
Two weeks later, Professor Crompton called to offer me an assistant-
ship. I didn't care that the only options for creative writers at Nebraska and 
at most other universities at that time were limited to fiction and poetry. I 
would study poetry and write essays. My real work. No longer was I hover-
ing about the edges of something I wanted. Finally, I had come inside. 
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~ I went to the University of Nebraska with the idea that I would 
write a book about Montrose, Iowa. This bend in the Mississippi inter-
ested me because it was the intersection of national and family history. 
Present-day Montrose was part of a Spanish land grant given in 1799 to 
Louis Honore Tesson, who planted an orchard there. In 1824 it was part of 
the Half-Breed Tract, land given to the children of Indian-white unions. 
In 1830 it was the site of Iowa's first school, founded by Dr. Isaac Galland. 
In 1834 Fort Des Moines was established there under the leadership of 
Colonel Stephen Kearny to scare the Indians into submission. In 1846 
thousands of Latter-day Saints, under the leadership of Brigham Young, 
crossed the river to Montrose and overwintered near there before trekking 
to Utah. Ah-wi-pe-tuck, "Head of the Rapids," as the Indians once called 
the spot, was a treacherous point for steamboats. Amidst all this history, 
my mother's people had been tenant farmers, bootleggers, midwives, and 
fiddlers. It was a place just waiting to be written about. But when I moved 
to Nebraska in June 1988 I became aware of place in a way that I never had 
been before. My real subject matter was right beneath my feet. While liv-
ing in Nebraska, I had to write about Nebraska. 
I attribute this, in part, to the neighborhood in which I lived. During 
my first two years in Lincoln I lived near the Salt Creek in the Russian 
Bottoms, a neighborhood peopled with university students and long-time 
residents. I believe that I chose this neighborhood intuitively, aware on 
some level that it offered what I needed. 
Within days of settling in my new home, Ian and I met Lottie, one 
of the Germans from Russia after whom the neighborhood was named. 
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Lottie had spent all but a few of her eighty-two years in .the Russian Bot-
toms. At first my interest in her was purely historical. She provided the 
connective tissue between the named places on a small section of my map 
of Lincoln. Through her stories she recreated our neighborhood as it had 
been during her childhood. She filled the houses with men who worked 
on the railroad, with women who laundered and cooked in the "summer 
kitchens" in their backyards, and with beet kids who worked like adults in 
the beet fields of western Nebraska but became kids again when they re-
turned to. Lincoln at the end of the season. Through Lottie's stories I 
could see the doctor who cured colds with kerosene making house calls. I 
could see Lottie's neighbors, singing and praying in German in the neigh-
borhood Lutheran churches until they were ordered to switch to English 
during World War I. And I could see Lottie's young husband and the other 
stone-cutters, mere specks, near the top of the 4oo-foot tower of the new 
state capitol, executing the ornamentation. Each time I see the red light 
throbbing from the Sower, the green-bronze statue that tops that tower, I 
imagine Lottie's fears for her husband's safety. 
As I became better acquainted with Lottie, I recognized that she pos-
sessed a sense of place, a literal sense which geographer Yi-Fu Tuan says is 
comprised of "a unique blend of sights, sounds, and smells, a unique har-
mony of natural and artificial rhythms such as times of sunrise and sunset, 
of work and play" repeated "day after day and over the span of years." The 
feel of a place, adds Tuan, "is registered in one's muscles and bones." 
While a sense of place is usually acquired through experience, to a lesser 
extent it can be imparted. Through my friendship with Lottie, I was able 
to absorb a small part of her sense of place which hastened and deepened 
my own growing attachment to that spot on the earth in which I had 
planted myself 
Lottie's stories led me to the library, where I sought a wider historical 
framework for her stories. I read about the salt wells that had attracted the 
first white settlers to Lancaster County, the Germans from Russia (which 
answered a family mystery: why my great-grandfather Knopp, a German, 
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immigrated to western Nebraska from the Ukraine), the construction of 
the state capitol, and the history of the Oak and Salt Creeks that Rowed 
through our neighborhood. Ian and I explored the banks of these creeks, 
too. Both were urban creeks; nonetheless, they seemed wild to city folk 
like us. Several times I saw great blue herons stalking the shallower waters. 
Often I watched turtles bubbling beneath the water surface. Once I 
watched a red fox emerge from a weedy patch near the Salt Creek in the 
State Fair Park, sniff the traffic on 14th Street, and vanish into the weeds 
again. On one of her night walks, my friend Sid witnessed the silent Right 
of a great horned owl near one of the creeks. I have never seen owls near 
either creek, but there I have heard the high, faint scream of red-tailed 
hawks. And on several occasions I saw muskrats. Usually they vanished 
into expanding ripples at my approach, but once I watched a muskrat 
make several trips across the creek, transporting weeds in her mouth. 
These creeks proved to me that I did not have to leave the city limits to 
find nature. Literally, it was in my own backyard. 
Once I had mapped my neighborhood, I moved outward. As I gained a 
rudimentary knowledge of prairie plants and relationships, I sought strips 
of prairie along roadways and abandoned railroad tracks as well as official 
prairie preserves, such as the tallgrass prairie at Homestead National 
Monument near Beatrice, the National Park Service's first prairie restora-
tion (1939), and Nine Mile Prairie near Lincoln, the largest piece of virgin 
prairie in eastern Nebraska. While I could not actually experience the 
grassland sea that once covered most of Nebraska, these small prairies 
were large enough that I could imagine those seas. For me, the presence 
of open spaces - even when only imagined - creates a sense of inner 
spaciousness and receptivity. 
Shortly after I began my avocation as an urban naturalist and local his-
torian, my parents moved from their acreage near Burlington to an 
acreage about five miles west of town .. To the north and south were corn 
and bean fields; to the north, east, and west were wooded hollows. These 
were wild places to me. The first Christmas my parents lived in that 
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house, Ian and I stayed there almost a month. Each day, including those 
days when the temperature was below zero, I walked several miles along 
the roads and into the woods. Mter I walked I came back to the house and 
wrote on a rented manual typewriter. I was inspired by the woods, the 
stubbly cornfields, and the overwintering creatures. I wrote several poems 
with images of the natural world - images that would later find a place in 
my essays. And I wrote an essay about pheasants. This essay was different 
from anything else I'd written. Instead of three pages, the length news-
papers usually wanted, it was eleven. Instead of reporting an event and 
then offering a brief rumination about that event, "Pheasant Country" in-
cluded a retelling of my research on the pheasant as well as a long medi-
tation on the nature of intuition. In one draft of the essay I provided four 
examples of how intuition worked in my own life. But it occurred to me 
that my essay might be more universal, less self-indulgent if I presented in-
stances of intuition that I had witnessed in others. To that end I presented 
a violin maker who said that he must "first become acquainted with a raw 
piece of wood and learn of its willingness" before he could ever begin 
crafting the instrument; a champion horse cutter who said that "the secret 
to his record time was in singling out a cow 'that has a lot oflook to it' and 
then pursuing it"; a turn-of-the-century physician from Fort Madison, 
Iowa, who prescribed penicillin decades before it was "discovered." Dur-
ing the lengthy revision of this essay I read poetry and lush, wild essays to 
loosen my use of language and metaphor. 
Ignoring the warning about simultaneous submissions, I sent the essay 
to two literary quarterlies, both of which accepted it. Because Northwest 
Review was the first to accept the essay, I chose to publish it there. And the 
essay won honorable mention in The Best American Essays 1991. "Pheas-
ant Country" taught me how to weave research and field experience into 
a personal narrative, how to be reader-directed, how to continue revising a 
piece of writing that I had judged to be finished. "Pheasant Country" 
taught me how to write essays. And it was just the beginning: I had plenty 
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more to say about the natural world which I was seeing - really seeing -
for the first time. 
Nature essays were the last thing I expected myself to write. As a child I 
was allergic to every member of the plant kingdom - or so it seemed. 
Within minutes of standing near a bale of hay, my throat and eyes were 
itching and my bronchial tubes were so constricted that I wheezed. If I sat 
in the grass I developed skin rashes that required treatment from a derma-
tologist. I took desensitization shots for almost a decade; as a child I never 
left home without my inhaler; I was rushed to the hospital for injections of 
adrenaline when my bronchial tubes became so constricted that I thought 
I would die; as an adult I took daily medication until I began yoga. The al-
lergist suggested that my parents move to Arizona or New Mexico if they 
were really serious about eliminating allergens. They weren't that serious, 
but they did find homes for our two dachshunds, whom Jamie and I were 
supposedly allergic to, and they bought an air conditioner to purify the 
air, making us the first people on our block with closed windows during 
the summer and a dripping air conditioner jutting from the window. In 
my late teens my allergy to plants diminished. Now I have just enough al-
lergy symptoms' (walking in the woods after a rain still makes me sick) to 
remind me that I am not truly at home in the natural world. 
It is also surprising that I began writing nature essays because science 
was my weakest area in school. Two chemistry tutors gave up on me in 
one semester during my sophomore year of high school. At their recom-
mendation, I dropped the course. I would not take another science course 
until my last semester at Iowa Wesleyan College when I had to pass two 
lab courses in order to graduate. Plant identification interested me be-
cause I loved words and flowers, so I enrolled in botany. However, I do not 
remember seeing a single green plant, blossom, or grain of pollen in that 
class. Instead we were asked to memorize diagrams of the reproductive 
cycle of fungi, ferns, molds, etc. I received a C for the course. In zoology, 
equally dreary, I received a B. 
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Not that I wasn't interested in science. Rather, my interests differed 
from those of my science teachers. Teachers asked me to memorize the 
process of photosynthesis while leaving unanswered my questions about 
why some plants twine, always in the same direction, sometimes tightly 
enough to mark a tree trunk for life. Teachers asked me to dissect an earth-
worm, study its digestive tract, and memorize metabolic and anabolic re-
actions while leaving my questions unanswered about how an earthworm 
spent an average day or what thoughts went through its tiny brain. Teach-
ers asked me to learn the importance of scavengers to the cycling of nutri-
ents but left my questions unanswered about why scavengers don't get sick 
after eating rotted flesh. 
It wasn't until I was a graduate student at the University of Nebraska 
that I took a science class that fed my interests. For the ecology of the 
Great Plains, a class taught by Dr. Kathleen Keeler the fall of 1989, I took 
field trips to Nine Mile Prairie, identified the grasses and forbs in swatches 
of prairie on campus, kept a journal about my responses to the Great 
Plains, wrote short papers that included library research and observation 
"in the field," and read the papers that other students had written. Finally, 
I was learning what I wanted to know - how the prairie was created, the 
problems created by introduced species, how plants protect themselves 
from predators, why certain species of trees were sacred to the Native 
Americans. Through that course I had my first success in a science class-
room: I received an A +. The fact that I was a doctoral student surrounded 
by freshmen and sophomores didn't tarnish the achievement for me. 
Much of what I learned in that course appeared in my essays. In truth, it 
was the most useful course I've ever taken. As soon as the course ended I 
wrote "Pheasant Country," inspired by a classmate's paper about pheas-
ants. That spring I wrote "Field of Vision," an essay about mayflies and the 
act of focusing one's vision. Some of the biological research for that essay 
came from a paper I wrote about mayflies for Dr. Keeler for which she 
gave me a B+. That essay was published in the South Dakota Review. 
It was quite presumptuous of me to think that I could write nature 
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essays with just one course under my belt. Surely a reader with more field 
experience or more formal training in ornithology, entomology, mammal-
ogy, or dendrology would call my bluff by the end of the first page in most 
of my essays. Yet, too, I realized that I was part of a long tradition of natural 
history writers who lacked formal training in the field: Charles Darwin 
had been educated in theology; Henry David Thoreau had been a sur-
veyor; Ann Zwinger had studied art history; Gretel Erhlich had studied 
film making; Edwin Way Teale, Joseph Wood Krutch, John McPhee, An-
nie Dillard, Barry Lopez, Wendell Berry, and David Quammen all stud-
ied English. Yet they are accepted as reliable authorities on the wild 
places in which they temporarily or permanently planted themselves. In 
"Being at Two with Nature," Robert Finch, a nature writer who also stud-
ied English, says that those natural history writers "who slip in through the 
back door of the humanities" tend to get their scientific grounding on 
their own or secondhand, "leading somewhat parasitical lives by associat-
ing with and appropriating material and ideas from professional scientists 
and naturalists." 
Because I too was "slip[ping] in through the back door of the humani-
ties," I couldn't name or understand much of what I observed in the 
woods or on the prairie until I went to the library and looked it up. Then 
I returned to the woods and prairies again to check the book learning 
against the actual experience. Usually, the professional scientists and nat-
uralists verified what I saw. But sometimes they were wrong, a topic I 
explored in depth in "Seeing 'Possum," which related the five-hundred-
year history of what Europeans and Euro-Americans have and haven't 
seen when they have looked upon the opossum. Even though my nature 
essays have been published in literary quarterlies, in several issues of 
NEBRASKAland (a publication of the Nebraska Game and Parks Com-
mission), and in Field of Vision, a collection of nature essays I wrote be-
tween December 1989 and June 1995, published in 1996 by the University 
of Iowa Press, I'm waiting for someone to call my bluff. I expect to receive 
a letter from a reader that begins, "If only you understand the process by 
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which carbon dioxide and water are transformed into carbon compounds, 
you wouldn't have written ... " 
Putting aside my physical discomfort in the natural world and my lack 
of formal training, there are good reasons why I am drawn to the nature es-
say. "There are some who can live without wild things, and some who can-
not," AIdo Leopold (a fellow Burlingtonian) writes in his foreword to 
Sand County Almanac. Once I began exploring wild places I found that I 
was one of those people who cannot live without them. To go more than 
two weeks without a hike in a wild place is to feel that I've been subsisting 
on milk and chocolate cake. A return to health and wholeness demands 
plenty that is green and raw. Wild places offer refuge from the machines 
and schedules that too often make me forget what is essential: that wild-
ness is an antidote for thinking like a city or a machine. When I lived in 
Nebraska I spent several days, maybe a week each season, at my parents' 
house, where I could spend my afternoons watching a flock of at least 
three hundred Canada geese roll in like waves and forage in the corn-
fields; where I could listen to the muddy shoulders of the road throb with 
the mating song of spring peepers; where I could search for hummingbird 
nests in the windbreak. It is only natural that I should write about the 
places that restore me to health. 
Though I feel wonder, refuge, and sometimes exaltation in wild places, 
I seldom feel at peace there. Poison ivy is like Proteus, with more shapes 
and manners than I can recognize. One wrong step and red, itchy pimples 
erupt, then blisters ooze and crust. Forage the wrong kind of mushroom or 
berries and you die. Encounter a rabid skunk, raccoon, or fox and you are 
in for a long, painful series of immunizations. One bite of a tick smaller 
than a pinhead and you will have a rash, fever, swollen glands, and, even-
tually, arthritis and heart problems. Drink creek water which is home to 
the Giardia protozoan and you will suffer from abdominal cramps, diar-
rhea, and malabsorption. Fall from a cliff on a day when you are hiking 
alone and you might lie broken and unconscious for hours or days until 
help arrives. 
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None of these dangers scare me as does the human presence in wild 
places. Hunters leave their traps where people and pets can step on them; 
some hunters fire their rifles at any moving creature. Once an all-terrain 
vehicle literally knocked me off a foot path barred even to bicyclists. 1 
tried not to think of the woodland habitats that the riders would destroy 
that day. Teenagers steal away to the woods to do things they can't do at 
home. Dead bodies are more likely to be disposed of in lakes, rivers,. or 
graves beyond than within the city limits. That the woods both frighten 
me and offer refuge is the type of conflict that makes for good writing. 
Another appeal of nature writing is that it provides the opportunity for 
me to be a rebel. 1 intend to balance the horrifying aspects of nature with 
the widely held view of nature as loving and lovable. Ladybugs are sweet, 
cute beetles who eat nasty aphids and delicately crawl up your finger be-
fore flying away home. But they aren't so lovely when they invade your 
home by the hundreds and you have to vacuum them off your walls. To 
know the ladybug, we must see her in her entirety. And some aspects of 
nature are just plain cruel. A female opossum gives birth to as many as 
twenty fetuses which claw their way up her belly into the pouch, where 
thirteen teats await them. The fetuses who can't find a teat die. Why 
would the mother opossum be genetically programmed to deliver many 
more fetuses than her body can feed? Wouldn't the world be stocked with 
enough opossums if the average litter consisted of thirteen or fewer? "I 
don't know what it is about fecundity that so appalls," writes Annie Dillard 
in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. "I suppose it is the teeming evidence that birth 
and growth, which we value, are ubiquitous and blind, that life itself is so 
astonishingly cheap, that nature is as careless as it is bountiful, and that 
with extravagance goes a crushing waste that will one day include our own 
cheap lives, Henle's loops and all. Every glistening egg is a memento 
mori." And 1 like to remind readers of Motherfather Nature's retribution. 
When we pollute the air and water, we pay the price with higher rates of 
miscarriages, birth defects, and cancer. When you add up the evidence, 
nature is not sweetness and light. Enter at your own risk. 
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Nature writing provides other forms of rebellion. In order to write with 
authority about a couple of square inches of the earth, the nature writer 
must read geology, geography, botany, entomology, etc., as well as the sev-
eral thousand years' worth of human history that have occurred on that 
spot. This means that the nature essayist is a generalist in the age of spe-
cialists. When I told one member of the University of Nebraska English 
Department that I was writing a collection of nature essays for my disser-
tation, that person asked what department I was in. I was working within 
the English Department, but the most valuable courses I took were in bi-
ology, history, and anthropology. I like being a generalist, and I like being 
a bit of a trailblazer. But we interdisciplinarians don't quite fit in acade-
mia. We are less likely to find university positions, and we have a greater 
fight in becoming tenured. How does one of my essays in NEBRASKA-
land, which may be read by tens of thousands of Nebraskans, compare 
with an indecipherable article about an Old English poem in the Pub-
lication of the Modem Language Association, read by but a handful of 
experts? 
My nature essays give voice to one of my passions: protecting and cre-
ating wild places. One of my lofty goals as a nature writer is to convert at 
least some of those who can live without wild things into those who can-
not. Perhaps I can make them care enough to save wild places and wild 
creatures. Most people know that they should write letters to their repre-
sentatives to save our native forests (less than 5 percent remain) or that 
they should join environmental organizations to help save threatened and 
endangered species (five hundred in Illinois alone). But I want people to 
know that our endangered species and wild places demand personal 
sacrifice: sharing a newspaper subscription with a neighbor, since most 
newspapers are printed on paper that contains very little recycled pulp; 
limiting the number of children one brings into the world since the great-
est threat to wild creatures is the increasing number of human beings who 
need new homes, new highways, and new shopping malls; using cars, ap-
pliances, furniture, shoes, clothing until they wear out and fixing them 
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when they are broken even though one has enough money to replace 
them with new. 
Finally, wild places invite a reflectiveness and receptivity that I haven't 
yet cultivated in other places. Because the wild world is so unfamiliar to 
me, it demands an alertness that the streets and parks in my neighborhood 
do not. Such alertness to my presence in the world makes me alert to the 
presence of the Spirit. Like Emerson, I find that "behind nature, through-
out nature,spirit is present." Each species, each interaction between 
species, whether that be water darters moving across the water surface, a 
spider spinning a web from her own substance, a magnolia staggering its 
blooms over the entire summer, huge crows converting road-killed rac-
coon into their cawing, feathered forms, provides a glimpse of the im-
mense nature of the Spirit. As William Derham wrote in Physico-theology 
(1711-12), nature provides "a Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of 
God from His Works of Creation." 
In 1995 I took a position teaching creative writing at Southern Illinois 
University in Carbondale. I knew that the Spirit had sent me to the south-
ern tip of Illinois to recover from my divorce, which I couldn't have done 
as quickly and as completely if I remained in the same city and worked at 
the same university as my former husband. But the first time I hiked in the 
Shawnee National Forest I sensed another reason why the Spirit had sent 
me here: I had been taken to a new land, utterly different from the prairies 
and prairie woods that I knew. In the Shawnee National Forest, an eastern 
spur of the Ozarks, I find bald cypresses, sweet gums, holly, Virginia wil-
lows, resurrection ferns, carrion flowers, rock cress, and other southern 
species thriving. "Little Egypt," as the area is locally known, has more in 
common with the wooded hills of Tennessee and Kentucky and the 
coastal plain of Alabama and Mississippi than with the flat cereal bowl of 
central and northern Illinois. The Spirit had led me to the dark, cool den-
sity of a fragmented forest whose borders are being threatened by our de-
mands for highways, lumber, paper, and homes beyond the city limits. 
At first I couldn't grasp the size and beauty of what I saw, nor had I the 
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words to describe it. Eventually, I was able to employ my usual methods: I 
hiked in he forest, I recorded my observations in my notebook, I hiked 
the five flights of stairs to the natural science section of the university li-
brary, I returned to the forest. Now, almost two years later, I have a box full 
of drafts and pieces of drafts of essays about the human and nonhuman 
residents of the forest: a book about the forest. In Field of Vision the nat-
ural world provided the vehicle for my metaphysical speculations about 
the interactions between the perceiver and the perceived, the effect of an 
edge or border on people, the reliability of memory, the ethics of anthro-
pomorphizing nature, and so on. This new book about the Shawnee Na-
tional Forest will be written less from my head and more from my heart. 
This new book will chronicle my efforts to become at home in a place 
that does not feel like home. This new book will be in response to a 
woman at my church who said, "Why don't you write something that will 
save our Shawnee?" 
Once I've written about the forest, the Spirit might lead me else-
where - mountain, desert, tundra, ocean, again to the prairie, or perhaps 
Montrose, Iowa. I believe I will never say all that I have to say about my re-
sponse to wild places. 
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~ From the parking lot I could see that the South Street Laundromat 
was empty with the exception of one tall, rather young black man. His 
solitary presence made me nervous, but if I turned around and left, he 
would suspect that it was because he was a tall, rather young black man 
alone in the laundromat. As I climbed the three steps to the entrance, he 
rose from his chair and held the door open for Ian and me. In his other 
hand he held what looked like a textbook and pages of handwritten notes. 
I asked if he was a student; he answered that he was a researcher for a lo-
cal company. 
Marcus's laundry was finished, but he stayed to talk to me while I 
waited for mine. We talked about politics, about standards of beauty for 
black and white women, about racism in Nebraska and how it compared 
with that which he had experienced in Trinidad, where he had been born 
and raised, in England, where he had received his undergraduate and 
both graduate degrees, in New York, where his family now lived, in Lin-
coln, Nebraska, where he now lived. I found that I couldn't speak with au-
thority about midwestern racism since I had nothing with which to com-
pare it. Even more at that time, I could only recognize the crudest 
expressions of racism - the telling of racist jokes, for instance, or the more 
obvious forms of workplace discrimination. I couldn't yet see that be-
ing afraid to enter a laundromat because of the presence of a black man 
or assuming that a black man who is making notes is a student rather 
than a professional were also expressions of racism. When Marc asked for 
my telephone number I gave it to him, figuring that when he called I 
would offer some polite yet transparent excuse that had worked with other 
men because refusals by telephone are easier than those made face-
to-face. 
I had reasons for not wanting to see him. First, I had no experience 
with Caribbean accents, so half of what he said I did not understand. The 
more passionate he became about a subject the faster he talked and the 
less I understood. At a particularly heated moment in our discussion, 
Marc pounded on a washing machine with his fist to make a point, but he 
was talking so fast that his point was lost on me since I was embarrassed to 
ask him to repeat himself yet again. 
Second, I had just ended a relationship with Erich, a socialist, whose 
fundamentalist zeal had initially attracted me. But his condemnations re-
garding my belief in the presence of a God-Spirit (he placed his faith in 
the Socialists Workers' Party, Daniel Ortega, and Fidel Castro) and my 
support of such organizations as Nebraskans for Peace and the Iowa Peace 
Network ("Not one of the candidates they supported in the last election 
addressed the problem of class") eventually drove me away. The relation-
ship did not end as easily for Ian who had found a bit of a father in Erich 
who had taken him fishing and had taught him how to use tools to "fix" 
things. It was too soon for more complications in Ian's life. And in the sev-
eral months since Erich's departure, I had been so deeply contented with 
mothering my son, teaching, writing, studying, growing vegetables, and 
spending time with friends, that I didn't want to change a thing in my life. 
Third, I held the until then unexamined belief that no self-respecting 
white woman would date a black man even if that black man was a highly 
respected professional who spent his Saturday evenings at the laundromat 
and had the most elegant manners she had ever seen. I had internalized 
the popular theories as to why white women dated or married black men, 
the most commonly repeated ones being that a white woman found the 
black man more appealing because he was forbidden; that a white woman 
"settled" for a black man when she couldn't get a decent white man; that 
a white woman with low self-esteem tried to boost her image of herself by 
keeping company with someone whom she considered to be her inferior. 
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A few days later, Marc telephoned. His accent was even more daunting 
on the telephone, since I couldn't see his facial expressions. I did under-
stand that he wanted us to get together. I declined because Ian and I were 
spending the Thanksgiving break near Kansas City, where I would attend 
a TM Residence Course. (There I would see Pete - married, a stepfather, 
a professor at a small Missouri college - for the first time in eight years.) 
When I returned from the course, Marc called again. I don't remember 
what he said, but instead of using my polite but transparent excuse, I 
agreed to meet him in his office; from there we would go to lunch. 
When I entered Marc's office I found him standing behind a desk 
buried in paper, surrounded by shelves of books and snapshots of mem-
bers of his large, extended family and his big, white dog, Caesar, tacked to 
the wall. Marc was wearing a thick wool pullover sweater; he had draped 
a wool scarf around his neck. When he saw me he broke into a dazzling 
smile. When I saw that smile I knew that if he telephoned again, I would 
be home and I would be available. 
One thing that initially attracted Marc and me to each other was our 
mutual insistence that we weren't interested in a relationship. Marc had 
just ended a relationship, in his case with a woman who had wanted to 
marry him. He didn't want complications. Neither did he have time for a 
relationship. Shortly after we met Marc had brought two younger brothers, 
a sister, and a niece from New York City to live with him and to attend Lin-
coln public schools. He spent his evenings and weekends with them, just as 
I spent my evenings and weekends with Ian. On Tuesday and Thursday 
afternoons, the only times during the week when I was free, Marc left his 
office a few hours early, and we spent the time together at my house talk-
ing and making love. Some Sunday afternoons, Ian stayed with Marc's 
family while Marc and I went to a film at the university and had dinner 
together. 
I knew that this arrangement could end at any time. Marc said that in 
me he saw the same blind and stubborn racism that he found in almost all 
white people. I found race to be less divisive than culture. Marc came 
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from a patriarchal Third World country and had been educated under the 
British system. There was little overlap in our experiences and values. For 
instance, Marc felt that I wasn't firm and disciplined enough in my teach-
ing at the university or in my rearing of Ian. Once I read to Marc an ar-
ticle out of the Lincoln Tournai-Star about the Danish school system 
where children weren't taught to read until they were at least eight years 
old. I told him that I approved. I wanted children to be children as long as 
possible. I also believed that some skills were more efficiently and enjoy-
ably learned when introduced at optimal times. To introduce these skills 
before the child was ready was to create unnecessary conflict.· At ages five 
and six Ian could recognize letters, but he showed no interest in learning 
to read. When he was seven I would teach him to read not because he was 
ready but because I was afraid that he would fall behind, since most of the 
other children in his first-grade class were reading. Marc vehemently dis-
agreed with me and with the Danish school system. He believed that chil-
dren needed to learn the discipline that education requires as early as pos-
sible. "It's a disservice to tell children that learning is fun. It's hard, hard 
work," he said, hitting the table with his fist for emphasis. He said that if 
his mother had not begun teaching him to read and write when he was 
three he would not have received scholarships to the best boys school and 
for his undergraduate and graduate schooling. Instead he would be dead 
or in prison as were many of the males with whom he had grown up. Marc 
also argued that the only way to compete in the increasingly competi-
tive global marketplace was through a much more rigorous educational 
system than the one found in the United States. I argued that I hadn't 
learned to read until I was in first grade and that no one had ever pushed 
me academically, yet I was successfully completing requirements for a 
Ph.D. and I was publishing my essays. "But look how old you are," he said. 
I had just turned thirty-four. 
There was much about Marc that I admired and continue to admire. 
Because of his Third World upbringing he could see aspects of U.S. life 
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that those of us who are born and raised here are blind to or only dimly 
aware of. I felt that Marc should have been a newspaper columnist or a 
Sunday morning television news commentator, since his political analy-
ses were so fresh and insightful, though I sometimes disagreed with the 
remedies he suggested. Because of his understanding of academia and the 
publishing world, he was enormously helpful in my professional life. And 
in Marc I found the same passionate intensity that I always looked for in 
men - and that always drove me away. Marc was passionate about race re-
lations - in business, in politics, in education - and he was a passionate, 
gifted lover whose skin smelled and tasted like spice and a clean blend of 
musk and coffee: my idea of the Caribbean. 
But I had concerns about Marc. While I admired his warrior spirit I re-
gretted that he had not learned to balance his fierceness, consistency, and 
resolve with tolerance and surrender. When my ideas did not match his, 
he dismissed mine as wrong or unprincipled. If I shared a story with him 
about one of my experiences, he couldn't accept it as an expression of who 
I was and where I had been but had to tell me how to reform myself or the 
situation. If I did not follow his advice, he blamed my unwillingness on 
my racism. 
Particularly disturbing was that Marc took his beautiful, gentle dog, 
Caeser, his walking companion of many years, to the animal shelter, be-
cause by Marc's standards Caeser was not a good watchdog. Because 
Caeser was so likeable and well known (I remembered seeing him and 
Marc walking together months before I met either of them), he may have 
been adopted. But because he was an older dog, he may have been "put to 
sleep." Now I wonder why Marc didn't try to find someone to adopt 
Caeser. Now I wonder how I could have allowed myself to remain in-
volved with a man whose rigid standards caused him to discard his con-
. stant companion as ifhe were a worn-out pair of sneakers. But by the time 
this revealing incident occurred, it was too late - or, rather, too soon -
for me to disentangle myself from Marc. 
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In early May I felt the first flush of that distinctive nausea that signals 
the presence of a new life. I was astonished, since I had again been de-
clared infertile, this time a "certain" diagnosis since it followed several 
medical tests and clear physical symptoms: I had not menstruated since 
the month in which Ian was conceived, and he was now five and a half. 
My doctor in Des Moines said that the tests indicated that I had Sheehan's 
syndrome, a disease in which pituitary function is greatly diminished as 
the result of profound blood loss during childbirth. The fact that the only 
bleeding I had experienced during Ian's birth had been a normal amount 
in response to an episiotomy should have clued me that this was a wrong 
diagnosis. But at that point I believed my doctor's diagnosis. I guessed that 
the shame that surrounded my pregnancy with Ian had caused that part of 
my brain which regulates the function of reproductive hormones to shut 
down. I believed that even though I hadn't manifested most of the horrify-
ing symptoms of Sheehan's syndrome listed in the Physicians' Guide to 
Rare Diseases, including postpartum failure oflactation (Ian nursed regu-
larly until he was two and infrequently for almost two years beyond that), 
amenorrhea, infertility, the absence of pubic hair, slowly vanishing auxil-
iary hair, atrophy of the breasts and genitals, and the tendency to grow tu-
mors in the pituitary gland, eventually I would. With resignation I took 
the artificial hormones that my doctor prescribed, and I underwent an x-
ray of my skull to see if I had grown any tumors yet. But when a specialist 
in Lincoln suggested that I participate in a study at a nearby medical 
school where drugs were being tested that might "jump start" my pitu-
itary, I balked. I was not willing to become a laboratory rat. Nor would I ac-
cept a diagnosis that didn't fit. I was determined to become healthy again. 
At my yoga teacher's recommendation I made an appointment with 
Dr. Randall Bradley, an Omaha homeopath and naturopath who saw pa-
tients in Lincoln on Tuesdays. I doubted that he could cure me, but at 
least he wouldn't hurt me with a hopeless and self-fulfilling diagnosis. Nor 
would he suggest experimental drugs. Dr. Bradley guaranteed that with 
the aid of homeopathic remedies and herbal tinctures I would start men-
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struating again, though he could not promise fertility. This was far more 
than I had been offered by the half-dozen allopathic experts that I had 
seen over the past two years. First Dr. Bradley told me to stop taking the 
artificial estrogen and progesterone that I had been taking for over a year. 
"That's the biggest quack prescription in this country," he said. While the 
hormones sloughed off my uterine lining each month, which my allo-
pathic doctors felt was important, they made my body hum in a way that 
was not mine. Nor had their safety been proven. I was glad to be done 
with them. Then Dr. Bradley began homeopathic treatments. Four times 
a day I took little sugar balls which he had drizzled with Ignatia, a sub-
stance that he said would stimulate my body to heal itself. On January 1, 
1990, after seven months of homeopathic remedies, I had my first men-
strual period since November 1983. In early May 1990, I got pregnant -
something I had not expected. 
I was delighted about my pregnancy. Given my history with infertility 
(or supposed infertility), this child was a gift. And, too, the timing struck 
me as significant: I was with Marc when my fertility was restored. For 
some reason he and I were meant to be bound to each other through this 
child for at least the next two decades. Yet I was apprehensive about tell-
ing him that the pregnancy test was positive. What if he responded as 
Oscar had six years earlier? But Marc wanted to be a father. He, too, was 
delighted. 
I was worried about my family's response to my pregnancy. I remem-
bered the disgust that some members of my family had expressed toward 
black-white couples and their children. Yet I hoped that they would ac-
cept this relationship and this child since we were kin. During a tele-
phone conversation with my mother, Ian told her that I had a baby in my 
tummy. "Gramma wants to talk to you," he said as he handed me the tele-
phone. "Oh, Lisa," she said. "What will your father say?" "Nothing," I 
wanted to say. "He won't say anything to me." Silence would have been 
preferable to Jamie's response when I told him that I was in love with a 
black man and pregnant with his child. "Couldn't you get a white guy?" 
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he asked. And "How could you do this to the family?" Once again, I was 
pregnant and ashamed. 
Fortunately, my family's disapproval was not foremost in my mind. 
That summer Marc and I fell in love. I had never felt anything like it, 
which meant that Rob was correct: I hadn't yet been in love. I was so ab-
sorbed by the present moment that I gave little thought to the future other 
than where I would place the crib in my bedroom, what I would name my 
daughter (I knew from my first awareness that I was pregnant that my baby 
was female), or the three weeks in August during which Marc would be 
visiting his family in New York and then presenting a paper at a confer-
ence of economists in England. I couldn't imagine being without him for 
so long. To distract myself I planned to stay with my parents during most 
of his absence. 
On their drive to New York, Marc and his brother dropped Ian and me 
off in Burlington at my parents' house. My mother met Marc and his 
brother and graciously invited them to stay for dinner. Marc declined and 
kissed me good-bye. Later, I learned that when my father saw Marc, he 
hid in the garage and watched. He would not even meet Marc before he 
rejected him. To this day he has not said a word to me about the man I 
once loved and who is the father of my daughter, his granddaughter. Five 
days later, when my mother left for a conference, my father still hadn't 
spoken to me, even resisting my attempts to start a conversation about 
his garden. I could not spend two weeks alone with his silent anger, so 
Ian and I caught the train and returned to Lincoln. I would not see my 
father again for over two years until I visited him - at Marc's urging - at 
St. Luke's Hospital in Davenport, Iowa, in November 1992, just prior to his 
open-heart surgery. "If anything happens," Marc said, "you'll regret not 
having gone." Even under such truth-evoking circumstances, my father 
and I only made small-talk. 
Once back in Lincoln I threw myself into studying for my Spanish 
proficiency exam and in preparing Ian for kindergarten, which he would 
begin in a few weeks. When Marc called from New York he said that he 
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wanted us to marry. I knew the decision to marry Marc meant more than 
wedding rings, lifelong commitments, and mixed laundry, but I couldn't 
yet flesh out the specifics. I was too flattered that such an intelligent, pow-
erful, and attractive man wanted to marry me to think clearly about the 
difficulties posed by race, culture, family, and philosophical differences. I 
couldn't foresee, for instance, the intensity of my family's shame and anger 
over my choice of a mate. I couldn't foresee that for the sake of "appear-
ances" Jamie would not invite me or my new family to his wedding or that 
no one else in my family would be bothered enough by this omission to 
boycott the wedding. While I suspected that Marc would not like my fam-
ily, I could not foresee his rage at their treatment of him and our daughter 
and his subsequent decision that my parents and Jamie would never see 
Meredith as long as he was alive to prevent it. Nor could I foresee how 
completely my parents would accept Marc's edict, never speaking with 
him or writing to him about the unfairness of his decision, never consult-
ing an attorney about their rights as grandparents, never asking what part 
they might play in reconciliation. Marc expected me to make a clean 
break from my parents once I saw the extent of their racism. But the mem-
bers of my family were not dogs who could be dropped off at the pound 
and forgotten about because they didn't act the way I wanted them to. I 
needed to distance myself from my family, but I could not disown them. 
For this, Marc was unforgiving. 
Nor could I have foreseen at the time of Marc's marriage proposal the 
other ways in which race would divide us. While I expected that there 
would be times when I would feel left out of my then-husband's life be-
cause he is black and because so many of his experiences and attitudes 
have been shaped by that single dominating fact, I did not anticipate the 
sadness and jealousy I would feel when he was with his black friends, col-
leagues, and family members, sharing something that could never include 
me completely. Neither did I realize how I would come to dread expres-
sions of white racism, something I became increasingly aware of through 
my marriage to a black man and my mothering of a biracial child. Time 
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and again I saw some of the white people that Marc and I encountered to-
gether in stores, in restaurants, at Ian's school, at Meredith's preschool and 
at social gatherings speak to and make eye contact with me while ignoring 
Marc, even though he was the one who had asked the question or was pur-
chasing the object or service. Likewise, I dreaded those white people who 
were friendly to Marc in a way that struck me as insincere, even patroniz-
ing. Nor could I foresee that Marc would rely on race to explain most of 
what happened to him and the black people that he knew. One day Marc 
would blame the failure of our marriage on my racism, a claim that ab-
solved him of any responsibility and heaped it all on me. "Marc is taking 
out all of his anger over racism on you," one friend observed. "You're 
every white person in the world to him." 
Nor could I foresee the extent to which our parents would be present in 
our marriage. Several times my mother said that she felt that Marc was 
not sexually faithful to me, though to my knowledge she had no real evi-
dence upon which to base this belief. Marc told me that there was no 
other woman he wanted but me. Because he never lied to me about any-
thing, I believed him. On the few occasions when doubts did cross my 
mind, I recognized that I was responding to memories of my mother's and 
Oscar's infidelities. And, too, through my day-to-day interactions with 
Marc I saw how I had internalized my family's methods of dealing - or, 
rather, not dealing - with conflict. As a child I had been taught through 
words and examples that hedging, withholding information, or lying was 
safer and less alienating to those involved in a conflict than speaking hon-
estly. Now I regret that I did not brave Marc's quick anger, his need to cor-
rect my thoughts and actions, his unforgiving nature and speak my true 
feelings. Perhaps the marriage would have ended earlier; but, too, the 
marriage might have been stronger and lasting. Either way, I could have 
repudiated the family legacy. But at the time, I only spoke honestly and 
completely about my marital joys and sorrows in my journals. But even 
there I did not feel completely free to expose myself. What if Marc read 
my journals as Oscar once had? 
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Nor was I comfortable with Marc's idealization of his mother. From 
photographs I have seen of her (I never met her, though I did speak with 
her on the telephone several times) I knew that she was slim and very tall 
and had closely cropped hair. From Marc's stories I knew that she was a re-
markable woman who raised fifteen children at the same time that she 
taught school. She completed nurse's training in the United States when 
she was in her late fifties and went to work in a New York City hospital 
where she works long hours to support her family. From Marc's stories of 
his mother and his judgments of me, I knew that I bore no resemblance in 
his mind to his mother, his ideal. 
Finally, I could not foresee the depth of the conflict between Ian, who 
desperately wanted a father, and Marc, who said that Ian was a "savage" -
rude, undisciplined, far behind where Marc felt that a child Ian's age 
should be academically. Initially I had approved when Marc drilled Ian 
on his spelling words and multiplication tables. But the harshness of these 
drills left Ian shaken and in tears. When Ian was ten and in the fourth 
grade, we learned that he had a learning disability, which explained why 
schoolwork was so difficult for him - a problem that drills and discipline 
could not fix. Indeed, the drills may have exacerbated Ian's problem 
by making him feel stupid and frightened about his inability to spell or 
multiply. 
I could not foresee that the more I tried to offer refuge to Ian from 
Marc's disciplinary measures (punitive homework assignments, punitive 
household chores, spankings), the more Marc would accuse me of under-
mining his efforts to parent Ian. During the last year of my marriage, Ian's 
fourth-grade teacher reported that sometimes Ian sat on the floor beneath 
his desk and cried. When he was supposed to be doing his schoolwork he 
drew remarkably intricate pictures of ways in which he could kill himself. 
Therapists helped Ian vent some of his anger over the fact that school was 
so difficult and home so dangerous for him yet so nurturing for Meredith, 
who received the excellent fathering from Marc that Ian wanted for him-
self. But his fear and sadness would not abate until he, his sister, and I 
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moved to Illinois. Mter a few weeks in his new home, Ian realized that he 
was safe. While he continued to draw remarkably intricate pictures, none 
depicted him hanging from a scaffold or strapped to the tracks with a train 
fast approaching. However, what cannot be assuaged is Ian's belief that he 
is unworthy - the result of having been rejected by two "fathers." 
Nor could I foresee that I would be required to make an agonizing 
choice, in some ways comparable to that made by Sophie Zawistowski in 
Styron's novel Sophie's Choice. When Sophie arrives at Auschwitz, after 
having been erroneously incarcerated with a group of captured Resistance 
fighters and other Poles, she appeals to the SS doctor who is selecting 
which prisoners will die immediately and which will be worked to death. 
Sophie tells him that she and her children are not Jews but Polish 
Catholics, believing that this information will save them from death. The 
perverse doctor tells Sophie that because she is not a "Yid," she has the 
privilege of choosing which of her two children will survive and which 
will be gassed and cremated at the concentration camp at nearby Birke-
nau. If she does not choose, both children will die. Sophie refuses to 
choose. As the doctor's assistant is about to lead her children away to 
Birkenau, Sophie screams: "Take the baby! Take my little girl!" If I stayed 
in my marriage, Meredith would continue to be raised by two good par-
ents, but Ian would suffer further damage. If I divorced, I might be able to 
save Ian, but Meredith and I would suffer from our separation if I could 
not win custody of her. Unlike Sophie, I was not called to make an imme-
diate choice. For several years I lost sleep over the choice I would have to 
make one day. 
When Marc asked me to marry him I could not foresee any of this. 
"Yes," I told him. ''Yes, I'll marry you." 
Nothing was right about my wedding day. First of all, the timing was 
wrong. When Marc proposed he said that he wanted to marry soon. By 
that I thought that he meant before the baby's anticipated arrival in late 
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January. I was comfortable with that - or at least as comfortable as I could 
be with the idea of marrying. A January wedding would give me plenty of 
time to walk around with the idea that I would be living with a man all 
day, every day, forever. But Marc wanted to marry sooner. Later in Sep-
tember, I suggested, though in my heart I knew that even that was too 
soon for me. But Marc meant even sooner. We married at ten o'clock on 
Tuesday morning, September 4, 1990, at Antelope Park Church of the 
Brethren in Lincoln, Nebraska. That date was practical. The University of 
Nebraska was always closed on Labor Day and the Tuesday after (my 
birthday, that year), so I did not have to worry about canceling or making 
up the classes I would miss on the morning of my wedding. I once joked 
about my rationale for marrying on my birthday: "It cuts down on the 
number of holidays that Marc has to remember to celebrate" or "If we ever 
divorce, I'll get all of the depressing stuff - that I'm getting older, that I'm 
divorced on what would have been my wedding anniversary - over on 
the same day." Now I wish that September 4 was pure: the anniversary of 
my birth and that alone. 
Initially, Marc had wanted our wedding performed by a justice of the 
peace. My friends Evelyn and Sid would stand as our witnesses. But then 
we saw Michael Roemer's 1968 film The Plot against Harry. One scene 
was set in the office of the New York City equivalent of a justice of the 
peace. Each couple marrying that day took a number, as if they were wait-
ing to order sandwiches at a deli. The official mumbled through the same 
ceremony again and again, barely looking up at his customers. Marc 
leaned over and whispered in my ear, "Talk to your pastors." 
The day before our wedding Marc invited the four relatives who lived 
with him and the sister who was visiting to attend the ceremony. He said 
that it was unconscionable not to invite them. He was correct, yet I was 
hurt that he had changed the plans without talking to me first. We fought 
and I cried. Eventually I admitted to myself that what I was fighting over 
on the eve of my wedding really didn't matter. But my impulses were cor-
rect: there were so many large issues - how to educate and discipline chil-
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dren, finances, what we would do when I finished school, what role our 
families would play in our lives - that we should have laid out on the table 
and discussed, perhaps fought and cried over, before we ever set a wed-
ding date, if a date could have been set following such a discussion. With 
Marc's five relatives attending the wedding, it seemed unconscionable not 
to invite my mother, who had come to visit Labor Day weekend but was 
planning to return to Burlington on the morning of my wedding, and Ian. 
Our clothes weren't right, either. Marc wore a blue Mexican wedding 
shirt, dark pants, sandals. I was four months pregnant on my wedding day, 
so most of my dresses were too tight around the middle except for a 
turquoise silk I had bought at Goodwill for a dollar fifty several months 
earlier. What I didn't like about the dress was that it had a very high neck 
and I always felt that it was choking me until I lifted the dress by the shoul-
ders and shifted it forward. I wore a pair of flat black shoes I had bought 
for the occasion and the diamond dinner ring that Great-aunt Pertsie had 
left me. Later my mother said that she was embarrassed by Marc's and my 
appearance. "It was as if you didn't care enough to dress up for your own 
wedding." In truth, our ten-minute ceremony seemed so inconsequential 
that new clothes, flowers, music, a cake, and a celebration afterward 
seemed unmerited. Walking into the courthouse and applying for our 
marriage license had been more momentous. 
Ours was probably the most stripped down wedding that my pastors 
had ever seen. We exchanged the Quaker wedding vows, though Marc, an 
atheist, deleted all references to God in his version. We exchanged gold 
bands (I had insisted upon this convention) and a kiss. Mter the wedding, 
my mother and Marc snapped photographs. Then we went our separate 
ways - Marc to take his family home, me to drive Evelyn to her apart-
ment and Ian to his babysitter's house. But Marc and I would spend the af-
ternoon together, speaking of our love for each other, making love, and 
adding my name to his car insurance policy. 
Marc and I would not live together for another four months since there 
wasn't room in his two-bedroom house for Ian and me as well as Marc's 
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relatives. For this, I was relieved. I had lived alone or with Ian most of my 
adult life. I dreaded having to fit into someone else's schedule, especially 
if it meant sitting on the couch, watching television, and then going to 
sleep in the same bed following the ten o'clock news, night after night -
my Archie and Edith Bunker image of married life. Marc had no interest 
in that type of life either; still, it was what I feared. In December, just 
weeks before Meredith's birth and three months after Marc's relatives had 
returned to New York, I found someone to sublet my house, and Ian and I 
moved in with Marc. 
After the wedding, Evelyn asked me to stop by her apartment for a mo-
ment. There on her kitchen counter was a homemade white sheet cake 
with LISA AND MARC written in pink icing. "I didn't mind not having a real 
wedding," Evelyn said of her justice of the peace wedding. "But I did 
mind not having a cake." At that moment I realized how hurt and cheated 
I felt about my wedding being so unceremonial. No flowers. No music. 
No Ian as ring bearer. No celebration afterward. No honeymoon. Some-
one else (Marc? my mother?) should have given me what I wanted or at 
least have urged me to make my wedding day memorable not for what it 
lacked but for what it possessed. But this one had been up to me, and I 
had failed myself. 
When I was in my midtwenties, before I had children and had the time 
and quiet to listen attentively to my body, I could tell when a cold or virus 
was approaching. If at the first signs of illness I did two hours of aerobic 
yoga in an overheated room and then took a hot, hot shower, I could sweat 
out whatever was threatening to ail me. Now I wonder if I could have re-
versed the course of events the moment I sensed that my marriage wasn't 
starting well. IfI had said, "No, I'm not marrying until I'm ready," if Marc 
and I had bought new clothes and flowers and had hired someone to play 
the guitar and sing Bob Dylan's "Wedding Song" and "You Ain't Goin' 
Nowhere" (not frills anymore than an altar and a chalice are frills at com-
munion), if we had bought lunch for everyone who was present at our 
wedding, if we had had a weekend away (my mother suggested this with 
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the promise that she would care for Ian while we were gone), if! had said 
to Marc, "No, you and I are leaving our wedding together and alone" to 
symbolize that we would place each other before all others, if when one of 
my pastors called to say that they had not signed our copy of the marriage 
certificate I had taken the document to them at once (I never did get our 
certificate signed and our marriage properly sealed), if in a ravenous mo-
ment during my pregnancy I hadn't eaten the piece of frozen wedding 
cake that I was saving for our first anniversary, then perhaps the marriage 
would have lasted. 
Or perhaps I am taking too much responsibility for outcomes that 
weren't completely in my control. Marc and I had such opposing world-
views and hundreds of years of racism weighing down upon us. Even an 
extravagant Prince Charles and Diana ceremony couldn't have saved our 
marriage. In truth, our marriage didn't stand a chance. 
For two years I loved Marc with aching intensity. What was almost un-
bearable for me was that during that time that I loved him I felt so hope-
less. Sometimes I tried to form a mental picture of Marc and me in fifty or 
sixty years without our own teeth, without enough vision to read or write, 
without the energy and mobility that sex requires, and living in a nursing 
home since we lacked the wherewithal to care for ourselves. Yet we were 
content because we had each other. But the picture wouldn't come. 
A few days before our wedding Marc joked, "We'll stay married as long 
as we can stand it." I laughed uneasily. Of course what he said was what 
any honest person would say about a marriage. What I didn't say was "Five 
years. I give it five years." Perhaps this intuition was the real reason I 
couldn't and didn't invest more in the first day of our marriage. Perhaps 
that intuition was why I couldn't imagine Marc and me in our final years, 
reaping the rewards of a long and golden marriage. Our marriage would 
end less than one month before what would have been our fifth wedding 
anniversary. 
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~ Almost every morning for two years Marc put his Doberman on 
the leash and strapped Meredith onto his body - during her infancy, in a 
canvas Snuggli on his chest; during her toddlerhood and until she was 
two, in an aluminum frame Gerry carrier on his back. For one hour and 
forty-five minutes this' threesome walked a seven-mile loop through parks 
and residential neighborhoods. 
Marc needed exercise since he spent many hours each day sitting in 
front of his computer. So, too, did the dog, since it lived in a fenced back-
yard. But, too, Marc said that he needed time to "bond" with our daugh-
ter, though he would not have used the jargon of pop psychology. Rather, 
he said, "When she was born, I did not love her. But through our daily 
walks, I fell in love with her." 
Before he began walking with his dog and Meredith, Marc had been 
fearful of walking in most parts of our city, especially in those parts in 
which I, as a white female, felt safest. As a black man in a city which is 
97 percent white, Marc was perceived as a threatening trespasser in most 
neighborhoods. At night he was perceived as even more menacing. So 
much so that he judged it too dangerous for him to walk at night, since 
frightened people cannot be trusted to act rationally. Because any route 
invariably led him through white residential neighborhoods, he limited 
his jogging or walking to broad daylight, a time when most people feel 
safer, which meant that he was safer. However, even in the light of day 
his presence seemed to cause living room curtains to move and locks on 
house and car doors to click in the neighborhoods through which he 
passed and police in squad cars to creep past, circle the block, and creep 
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past again. Yet when Marc began walking with Meredith and his dog, he 
experienced a legitimacy and freedom he had never before known in Lin-
coln, Nebraska. Apparently, a black man who appeared to be a devoted fa-
ther and a loyal dog owner didn't incite the same fears in white people as 
did a black man traveling alone. 
In time Marc became one of the most recognizable men in our city, af-
ter the governor and the more notorious members of the Cornhusker foot-
ball team. People honked or waved at him as they drove past in morning 
rush hour traffic. Suburbanites in their front yards called out to him and 
Meredith and petted the dog. Other walkers or runners made small talk 
with him. Police nodded in recognition. Wherever we went as a family -
restaurants, shopping, parties - people stopped Marc and said, "Aren't 
you the guy who walks that Doberman and the baby down * * * Street?" 
Such astonishment and approval is easily explained. For many white 
Americans living in predominantly white communities, images of black 
men still come not from direct experience but from television, where, ac-
cording to Mrican American poet Ishmael Reed, "black men are typically 
shown naked from the waist up, handcuffed, and leaning over a police 
car." Another common image presented by both the media and the statis-
tics of various researchers is that of the black man who is there only for his 
child's conception. Consequently, my former husband presented an im-
age of black fatherhood that contrasted sharply with what most white 
people expected. And because he presented that image day after day after 
day, it was hard to ignore - even if it did refute deeply held beliefs. "Your 
husband is single-handedly breaking the stereotypes," observed a friend of 
mine, a white, female professor. 
I do not believe that one image can dissolve a stereotype, but I do be-
lieve that Marc's image caused at least a slight mental realignment in 
those people who were willing to believe what they saw. What I find so 
troubling about the astonishment and approval that Marc's behavior 
elicited is that it is based on assumptions about how a man - any man, 
but especially a black man - should act. And that assumption is that good 
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parenting is limited by gender and race. Those who expressed astonish-
ment and approval at my former husband's behavior did so because they 
judged it to be a deviation, an aberration, a freakishness to view up close, 
perhaps even to touch. 
Women were especially forthcoming with their surprise and praise. 
Marc said that once a female bus driver stopped at an intersection he and 
Meredith were about to cross, snapped open the bus doors, and hollered, 
"I think you're a great dad!" A white, female social worker was so moved 
by the sight of my former husband and his traveling companions that she 
asked if she could photograph them as they walked through the park and 
then enter the photos in a contest. But the most frequent response from 
women was the question "Does your wife know how fortunate she is?" 
1 did. 1 was fortunate that my daughter's father participated in her care 
and nurturing, and she is fortunate to have had so much of her father's 
complete attention. Meredith is a solid child - confident, inquisitive, 
generous, and able to laugh with complete abandon. 1 attribute these traits 
to her certainty that she is loved by both of her parents and is worthy of 
their time, a certainty that was built one walk at a time with each parent. 
Marc stopped walking Meredith when she was two because she put too 
much pressure on a weak spot in his lower back. For a couple of seasons 
he biked with her in a child's seat, but as she grew this became increas-. 
ingly unsafe. 1 stopped biking with her when she was two and a half for the 
same reason: when Meredith shifted her weight, I struggled to maintain 
my balance. During Meredith's third summer Marc pulled her in a two-
wheeled, Burley child carrier attached to his bicycle. But she complained 
about being closed in and so the bicycle rides stopped. Finally, Marc pur-
chased a three-wheeled Baby Jogger, which rolled easily over all terrain. 
For a brief period he used it daily. Then for a reason or reasons 1 do not 
know he stopped walking with Meredith and began walking alone. 
But Meredith and 1 continued the late afternoon walks we began when 
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she was one month old. During the spring and fall, when the weather was 
mild, we walked twice a day. Sometimes we walked to the library, the 
drugstore, the bank, the copy center, the grocery store, garage sales, or the 
park. But mostly we walked with no destination in mind. While I pushed 
the stroller Meredith and I talked, sang songs, and told stories. When we 
reached what we called the "nature path," a trail that was once a Missouri 
Pacific railroad bed, Meredith walked and I pushed the empty stroller. We 
stopped frequently to toss rocks into puddles. To inhale the fragrance of 
wild plum blossoms. To exhale on sheet webs so we could watch grass spi-
ders dart into their tunnels. To distinguish the white, flat-topped clusters 
of wild carrot from those of yarrow and cow parsnip. To watch ribbons of 
Canada geese pull in the snow clouds. To admire the way snow drifted 
around any vertical. At the end of the trail, my daughter climbed back into 
her stroller, and I pushed her home. 
In February 1995, just weeks after Meredith's fourth birthday, I ac-
cepted a position as an assistant professor at Southern Illinois University 
in Carbondale, 550 miles from my home in Nebraska. Marc and I planned 
that Meredith would continue at her Montessori school in Lincoln; Ian 
and I would live in Illinois during most of the school year, returning to 
Lincoln for fall, Thanksgiving, winter, and spring breaks. One long week-
end per month Marc and Meredith would travel to Illinois; one long 
weekend per month Ian and I would travel to Nebraska. During my al-
most three-and-one-half-month summer break, Ian and I would go home. 
This was not the first time that Marc and I had considered a commuter 
marriage. In July 1994 I had been offered a job at a private university in 
Pennsylvania. Marc said that if I wanted the job I should take it. Our fam-
ily would commute to be together until Marc found a job in the New York 
City or Philadelphia area - perhaps in a year or two. I found that the 
thought of living away from Meredith even temporarily was so unbearable 
that I turned down the job. But in 1995 our marriage was so conflicted that 
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a commuter marriage seemed to provide a way to avoid or at least post-
pone a divorce. Marc hoped that a commuter marriage would provide us 
the distance we needed to view our marriage objectively. Perhaps, he 
said, the distance would allow me to make some changes. Perhaps, I 
thought, the distance would allow Marc to see his part in our troubled 
marriage so that he might make some changes, too. But we never got that 
far. Our impending separation seemed to excuse us from reconciling our 
daily differences. By April we were barely speaking to each other. Though 
Marc and I still lived in the same house, we could not have been farther 
apart. May 11, I filed for divorce. 
Separating ourselves legally and financially was comparatively simple. 
Deciding Meredith's fate was not, since Marc and I both wanted her. If we 
permitted a judge to decide her fate, one of us would "win" Meredith's 
daily presence, and one of us would lose, his or her time with Meredith 
limited to holidays, every other weekend, and a few weeks during the 
summer. Meredith would suffer if one parent was so absent from her life; 
the noncustodial parent would suffer if Meredith was so absent from his or 
her life. 
. I spoke with half a dozen attorneys about my chances of winning cus-
tody. All but one encouraged me to settle the issue out of court. They told 
me that more often than not, judges rule in favor of the status quo. Since 
Marc was not changing his job, his place of residence, or where Meredith 
would be attending school, he would be judged as the parent who could 
provide the more stable framework. And he had more money to spend on 
her. Even if I resigned from my new job in Illinois and remained in Lin-
coln in the family home, I could not have supported ~yself and my chil-
dren. Because Lincoln is a university town, glutted with well-educated, 
underemployed people, I doubted that I could find any type of job that 
provided a livable wage and health insurance within driving distance. And 
it was too late to reapply for another one-year appointment as a poorly 
paid instructor at the University of Nebraska. No matter what my choice -
stability or income - I was at a disadvantage for winning custody. At the 
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very least, I had to provide economic stability for myself and Ian. I de-
cided to move to Illinois and create a home for my children there. 
Another reason I wanted to avoid a custody fight was my certainty 
about the critical role that race would play. Yet not one of the attorneys I 
interviewed (all were white; the only nonwhite attorney I found in Lin-
coln at that time was in court on the day of my appointment) addressed 
my concern with the seriousness that I felt it deserved. I knew that 
whether Marc and I settled in or out of court, he would argue that the 
needs of a black child are better met by a black than a white parent. To 
support his claims he could cite the many experts who oppose transracial 
adoptions. For instance, the National Association of Black Social Workers 
opposes placing black children in white homes because they believe that 
a white person cannot teach a black child what it means to be a black per-
son in this society. The Black Social Workers are partially correct. Some 
white parents could not teach racial pride to their nonwhite children, but 
some can. If I was awarded full custody of Meredith, not only would I be 
able to teach her self-acceptance, but her father and his relatives would be 
active presences in her life, which means that she would not be isolated 
from black role models as are some of the black children raised by white 
parents. 
And, too, I find one of the justifications offered by the National Associ-
ation of Black Social Workers for their opposition to black children being 
raised by white parents self-serving. They say that the rearing of black chil-
dren in white homes weakens the economic, political, and cultural bases 
of black life. It is the equivalent of "cultural genocide." The black social 
workers seem to place more emphasis on the welfare of the group than on 
that of the individual child. 
I suspect that the real reason some experts do not want black children 
raised by white parents is their fear that the black child will prefer the 
company of white people and will think of him or herself as white, yield-
ing to and further buttressing the existing hierarchy that esteems white-
ness over other skin colors. But most nonwhite children raised in white 
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homes eventually accept their racial identity. In Counseling American Mi-
norities: A Cross Cultural Perspective (1979), Donald R. Atkinson says that 
such children pass through several predictable developmental stages: con-
formity to the dominant culture; dissonance caused by their questioning 
of the dominant culture; their simultaneous immersion in their minor-
ity culture and rejection of the dominant culture; introspection, which 
causes them to question their total rejection of the dominant culture and 
their total acceptance of their minority culture; and, finally, awareness of 
and reconciliation with both of their heritages. You might conclude that a 
minority child being raised in a white home is unwilling to accept her 
biracial identity if you observed her at a particular point in her life - say, 
during that early period of conformity to the dominant culture, a stage I 
first noticed in my daughter when she was three and a half. Then she said 
that she wanted to be white and wanted to know when her nose would be-
come pointed like mine or why her hair wasn't long and straight like 
mine. Incidentally, Meredith's early and temporary desire for whiteness 
contradicts the recommendations of the National Association of Black So-
cial Workers, since she spent her earliest, most formative years in a home 
that included a black father and a black aunt, as well as a white mother 
and a white brother. Apparently the presence of black adult role models is-
n't enough to prevent a biracial child from wrestling with questions of 
identity. But if you studied a child over time, say, over a twenty-year period 
as did Rita J. Simon and Howard Altstein in The Case for Transracial Adop-
tion (1993), then you would see that most black children raised in white 
homes are not confused about their identities - racial or otherwise. In the 
end, the greatest determinant of a child's well-being is not the parent's 
race, gender, or socioeconomic status but that parent's parenting style and 
his or her ability to love. 
I was confident that I could have refuted or at least seriously challenged 
the notion that a biracial child should not be raised by her white parent. 
What I feared more were those aspects of race that were not open to dis-
cussion in a courtroom. A white judge who ruled against a black parent in 
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favor of a white parent invited charges of racism upon him or herself from 
both the losing parent and the public. Some jury members, who can re-
main anonymous, confess to making decisions based on their fear of retal-
iation or animosity from individuals or members of particular groups. 
When a black juror in Jackson County, Illinois, was asked why he voted 
against convicting a black youth charged with killing two high school stu-
dents, one black, one white, he answered, "I have to live in this commu-
nity." I suspect that some other jurors in many other trials have based their 
decision, at least in part, on such a consideration. Probably I would, too. 
Why wouldn't a judge whose actions are open to public scrutiny act to 
protect him or herself? And, too, the judge might share the disapproval 
some white people, but especially white men, feel toward white women 
who marry and have children with black men. Either knowingly or un-
knowingly, the judge might punish me for having violated a social norm. 
I also feared that the judge and the other experts who would make rec-
ommendations to the court as to the parent with whom Meredith should 
reside might be blinded by the deification of my former husband. Deifi-
cation is that process by which we so idealize and exalt a person that we 
cannot see that individual's strengths or weaknesses. Usually, a deified 
black man is one whom white people view as "like us," or as an "honorary 
white person," or as a black person who "does not act black." General 
Colin Powell, for instance, profited and suffered from this status. Those 
white people who would have opposed Powell's fiscal conservativeness 
and his commitment to the military had he been a white politician were 
pledging to support him should he run for the presidency. Perhaps some 
white people tolerated Powell because he wasn't Minister Louis Farra-
khan, a black man who has been highly demonized by the media. But to 
appreciate a person because of who he is not, is not to see that person. 
I have theories as to why deification occurs. It may be an attempt for 
white people to prove to themselves and others that because there is a 
black man or woman of whom we approve, they are not racist. And, too, 
we might deify an African American to atone for personal and cultural 
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racism. But demonization and deification are equally blinding. Because 
deification means that we are judging a person by the extent to which he 
or she fits our preconceptions instead of by the content of his or her char-
acter, it is but another manifestation of racism. 
My former husband's deification by the people of Lincoln, Nebraska, 
made a fair custody hearing in that city unlikely. What if the judge had 
been driving to the courthouse on a morning three or four years earlier 
when Marc was walking down busy *** Street with Meredith strapped to 
his chest? "What a great father," the judge might have thought. "What an 
ideal for black men to aspire to." I felt powerless to fight the effect that 
such an image might have had on the judge. 
When Marc consented to negotiate custody outside of the courtroom, I 
acted quickly. Through a mediator, we forged a parenting plan that gave 
us joint physical and legal custody, dividing Meredith's time between her 
two parents and her two homes. She would spend 57 percent of her time 
at Marc's house so she could continue at the Montessori school she had 
been attending in Lincoln for the past year and a half. She would spend 
43 percent of her time - four-day weekends, extra time around holidays, 
and most of each summer - in Illinois with Ian and me. Even though 
Meredith was with Marc more than with me, he owed me about sixty dol-
lars per month in child support because of the great disparity in our in-
comes - money I did not want from him. My attorney fudged the figures 
in our parenting agreement, claiming that Meredith would be in my care 
about 30 percent of the time and in Marc's care about 70 percent of the 
time, so that the judge would not order payments. 
While Marc and I avoided the hostility and expense of a court battle, 
and while our arrangement permits Meredith to remain in an exception-
ally good school, it does not meet her emotional need for daily involve-
ment with her mother, a need she expresses frequently and liberally. 
("Why can't I live with you all the time, Momma?" or "I was crying at 
school today because I missed you so much.") Nor does the present 
arrangement meet my need to be part of my daughter's daily life - to chat 
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with the teacher when I drop off or pick up Meredith from school each 
day; to supervise her violin practice each evening; to wash and braid her 
hair; to take daily walks with her. In my desire to avoid a court battle and 
an unfair decision, I gave away too much. 
My lawyer assured me that a shared custody arrangement was better 
than what a judge might have ordered. Yet my attorney was concerned. In 
nearly forty years of legal practice, he had never seen a request for joint 
physical custody involving such a great physical distance. Perhaps Judge 
Merritt would not approve it. Working in my favor was that our divorce 
was amicable enough that Marc and I continued to live together while we 
were divorcing. Moreover, we planned to live together until the day my 
children and I moved to Illinois - ten days after our court appearance. 
My attorney felt that our parenting plan, which specified everything from 
Meredith's religious upbringing to the brand of moisturizer we would use 
on her dry skin, further attested to Marc's and my ability to work together 
for our child's sake. 
In court, my attorney asked me routine questions about data on the di-
vorce petition. Then he asked ifI had exhausted all efforts to save my mar-
riage. I wanted to explain that I had gone to marriage counseling alone 
since Marc refused to participate. (''I'm not the one with the problem," he 
had said.) But my attorney had instructed me to give simple answers. Yes, 
I had exhausted all efforts to save my marriage. Yes, it was irretrievably bro-
ken. Next Marc's attorney asked if I knew of any debts against the car I was 
receiving as part of the financial settlement. I did not. When Marc took 
the witness stand I expected him to be asked the same type of questions 
that I had. Instead his attorney asked him if he could provide for Mere-
dith's physical and emotional needs. Marc said that he could. The judge 
questioned whether Meredith's travel schedule, which included two 
round-trip flights per month between her two homes, would interfere with 
her schooling. Marc answered that the Montessori school where she 
could remain through first grade gave us more scheduling flexibility than 
a public school. 
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After the judge passed the agreement, he addressed Marc and his coun-
sel: "I live one block from Mr. * * * on the corner of * * * and * * *. I have 
seen Mr. * * * walking pas,t my house, pushing his daughter in a stroller. 
I'm sure that he can take good care of her." Marc beamed; I was furious. 
Marc had pushed Meredith past the judge's house perhaps five times in 
the preceding year. My walking routes varied, but certainly I had walked 
past the judge's house at least one hundred times that year. Once, my chil-
dren and I walked past the judge's house while he and his wife were gar-
dening, though at the time I did not know that he was a district judge. I re-
call that my children and I said "good evening," and the judge and his 
wife returned our greeting. Apparently the judge had not seen me. 
I do not think of myself as inconspicuous. Many people stare long and 
hard at a white woman with a biracial child, searching for evidence of 
white parentage in the child's features. Many people find my hip-length 
blond braid outstanding and tell me so. But compared to a tall, broad 
black man pushing a small girl in a stroller, I am as clear as glass. 
Child custody decisions have long been based on sexist assumptions. 
Throughout most of Western history children were considered a form of 
property and automatically went to their fathers. But in 1880 the standards 
began to change. After studying the conflicts surrounding child custody, 
the Bureau of Education issued a statement in 1880: "Where there is a 
controversy between parents for the custody of their child, the right of the 
father is preferred to that of the mother, but the welfare of the child will 
be the criterion by which the custody is awarded." While this decision still 
favors the father, it suggests that the child's interests are to be considered. 
in the same year the Supreme Court's judgment in the case of Common-
wealth ex reI. Hart v. Hart introduced what is now known as the "tender 
years" presumption, which clearly favors the mother: "The claim of a 
mother during the early [tender] years of an infant's life to the care of the 
child is to be preferred to that of the father." Under the tender years pol-
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icy, which guided custody decisions until the mid-twentieth century, a 
father rarely won custody, even if he was clearly the better parent. 
Now, most states have replaced the tender years doctrine with the sup-
posedly gender-neutral "best interests of the child," which "awards" cus-
tody to the parent who can best meet the child's needs. Theoretically, this 
test is fairer for both parents and the child, though it inherently favors the 
parent best able to finance a custody fight. In practice, the test can fail 
since the standards of judgment are not clearly defined and so are often 
subjective. When a child has two good parents, how does the judge de-
cide which parent will be central in the child's life and which will be 
peripheral? Too often a man who accompanies his daughter to ballet 
lessons, bakes cookies for the school Halloween party, stays home from 
work to take care of her when she's sick, or takes walks with her will be 
judged as an exemplary parent, because he is breaking with tradition. But 
a woman who assumes the same nurturing responsibilities will not be 
commended, because she is doing what comes "naturally." Which is why 
no one has ever stopped traffic to tell me, "I think you're a great mom!" be-
cause I take my daughter for a walk each day. Moreover, some might as-
sume that if a father shares the child-rearing responsibilities with his wife, 
it is because she has "fallen short." 
If the standard of praising the tradition breaker were equally applied, 
women who cross over into what was once the "male" world of career and 
occupation should be praised. Yet too often, that is not the case. In a 1994 
custody dispute, forty-three-year-old Sharon Prost, chief deputy counsel to 
the Senate Judiciary Committee, lost custody of her two young boys to her 
former husband, Kenneth Greene. Greene, a labor union administrator, 
contended that because his hours were flexible, he could better meet his 
boys' needs than could their mother. Yet Prost's hours were also flexible. 
Her boss, Senator Orrin Hatch, testified that when the Senate was in re-
cess (about half the year), Prost left work early to be with her children, 
with Hatch's blessings. Nonetheless, District of Columbia Superior Court 
Judge Harriet Taylor ruled that Prost was "more devoted to and absorbed 
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by" her professional goals than her responsibilities at home. According to 
the March 13, 1995, report in Newsweek, Judge Taylor praised Greene for 
"assisting in his child's kindergarten, but made no mention that the same 
teacher testified that Prost was the class's 'surrogate mom.''' Prost appealed 
Taylor's decision and lost. 
In another 1994 case, nineteen-year-old Jennifer Ireland lost custody 
when she put her almost-four-year-old daughter, Maranda, in daycare for 
thirty-five hours a week while she attended classes at the University of 
Michigan. Macomb County Circuit Judge Raymond R. Cashen, who 
claims to be a staunch supporter of "family values," felt that Maranda's in-
terests could be better met by her father, Steven Smith, a part-time land-
scaper and community college student, since Smith's mother, with whom 
he lived, could provide childcare. Judge Cashen's ruling was made with 
full knowledge that Smith sought custody of Maranda only when Ireland 
asked for child support in January 1994. Judge Cashen's ruling was made 
with full knowledge that Smith's only involvement with his child had 
been the begrudgingly made child support payments, which Smith suc-
cessfully fought to reduce from $62 to $12 dollars per week. And Judge 
Cashen's ruling was made with full knowledge that during the same week 
that the custody decision was reached, Smith was arraigned for having as-
saulted Ireland, a fact that Cashen deemed irrelevant. Would Cashen 
have deemed these facts irrelevant if an absent, financially negligent, and 
physically abusive mother sought custody of her child because the cus-
todial father had put that child in daycare? Probably not. Fortunately, 
Cashen's decision was reversed. 
The decisions handed down by Judges Taylor and Cashen are not 
exceptional. Among the probate judges who participated in a 1989 study 
of the Massachusetts court system, half said they believed that women 
should be at home when their children return from school. Almost half 
believed that preschoolers are likely to suffer if their mothers work, despite 
the many studies which conclude that working mothers spend as much if 
not more time caring for their children than those mothers who do not 
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work outside of the home. According to the study's final report, judges re-
warded those men who assumed responsibilities traditionally assigned to 
women; judges punished those women who assumed responsibilities tra-
ditionally assigned to men. The 1989 study reported that men in the Mass-
achusetts court system won either primary or joint physical custody in 
more than 70 percent of the contested cases. More recent statistics report 
that when men seek custody, they receive it in 70 percent of the cases -
not just in trend-setting East or West Coast states but nationwide. I fear 
that columnist Ellen Goodman was correct when she wrote that judges 
use what she calls "a double measuring stick" to decide custody. "Mothers 
who do less caregiving than the judge's mother did are seen as neglectful. 
Fathers who do more are seen as heroic." 
Each of the high-profile custody cases that have made the news in re-
cent years involved pairs of white parents. While these cases and various 
studies show the effect of sexism on judicial decisions, I can only guess the 
role that racism would play. I have never heard of a custody case involving 
parents of different races, but I believe that a black man who asserts his fa-
therhood by playing an active and public role in his child's upbringing 
and by fighting for custody of that child would be deified. I believe that he 
would win the child and the court's approval, hands down, in far more 
than 70 percent of the cases. 
In the society I dream of, a society in which the norms for human be-
havior are less rigid, my former husband and I would have been viewed 
objectively. Either we would have commanded the same attention for 
walking our daughter or we would both have been ignored. But the 
questions Marc was asked and I was not asked in court on July 20,1995, 
revealed to me how fixed and unyielding are the racial and sexual stereo-
types. After our court appearance, Marc told me that the judge's state-
ment convinced him that if we ever fought each other for custody of 
Meredith in Lincoln, Nebraska, he would win. He is correct. All walks are 
not equal. 
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During the summer of 1996, when Meredith was five and a half and 
weighed forty-seven pounds, she was still able to ride in the Baby Jogger. 
Each day that she was with me, she and I walked from our house to Cam-
pus Lake, which we circled once before returning home. During the first 
half hour of our ninety-minute walk, Meredith read library books to me. 
Afterward she either napped or explored the edge of the lake on her own 
two feet. 
The summer of 1997, Meredith was six and a half and weighed fifty-
two pounds. She could no longer ride comfortably in the stroller, so she 
walked or rode her bicycle while I walked. On our walks Meredith taught 
me songs she learned at school or we sang songs from her favorite movie, 
The Sound of Music. I answered her requests for stories about when I was· 
a little girl or when she was a baby or when Ian was her age. And we spec-
ulated about the wonders we saw at the lake. We wondered why a muskrat 
would swim across the lake carrying a spatterdock leaf in its mouth like 
an umbrella. We wondered why the water darters ("Jesus bugs," we call 
them) that pimple the water surface don't sink. We wondered how cypress 
"knees" are able to assert themselves through the cement path. We won-
dered why herons fly with their legs dangling instead of tucked or ex-
tended. The time we spent together on our walks, talking, singing, observ-
ing, wondering, was the richest and most precious time of the day. I 
prayed that our walks would never end. 
But for every walk I share with Meredith, I take at least one walk alone. 
These walks, too, are wonder-filled. I wonder if! will ever accept that I am 
a mother whose daughter is physically absent too much of the time. Even 
though I write and telephone my daughter every day that she is not with 
me so I can share in the joys and sorrows of her daily life, I wonder if! will 
ever stop grieving because it is not I but a stepmother who eats dinner with 
her or who cares for her when she is sick. I wonder how many more 
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months, perhaps years, I will continue to awaken in the middle of the 
night, cold with terror over my separation from my daughter, the child 
whom I loved from her first spidery movements in my womb. I wonder if 
I should have stayed in a painful marriage so that I could be with my 
daughter every day. I wonder if my interactions with Marc will ever stop 
being controlled by my fear that if I am not compliant, he will seek full 
custody of our daughter to punish me. I wonder if I endanger my time 
with Meredith by writing about my failed marriage, racial tensions, or my 
reasons for accepting an unsatisfactory custody agreement. But, too, I 
wonder if I can bear the burden of silence and invisibility. I wonder how 
much longer I will feel judged and shamed when new acquaintances in 
Illinois ask my daughter where she goes to school and she names her ele-
mentary school in Lincoln, Nebraska. I wonder if I will ever stop feeling 
guilty for getting on with my life, for allowing friends, teaching, writing, 
travel, time with Ian, and long walks to fill some of the empty spaces cre-
ated by my daughter's absences. And I wonder if I will ever stop thinking 
of my life as broken into two pieces: when Meredith is here and we walk 
together; when Meredith is not here and I walk alone. 
With each walk I take, I am reminded that not all walks are equal. 
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fM I was delighted to find Alfred Stieglitz: Photographs and Writings, a 
publication of the National Gallery of Art, among the historical romances 
and child-rearing guides on the book table at my former neighbor's garage 
sale. Recently, I had become interested in Stieglitz's effort to elevate pho-
tography from a mechanical process to the level of art. And, of course, 
I was interested in his involvement with Georgia O'Keeffe, whom Joan 
Didion describes as "a woman clean of received wisdom and open to what 
she sees ... an angelic rattlesnake." But most of all I loved what I had seen 
of Stieglitz's photographs. I remembered his Savoy Hotel, New York (1898), 
from an exhibit of night photography at the University of Nebraska's Shel-
don Memorial Art Gallery. In foreground of the photo, a bare winter tree 
reaches. In the background, two carriages and four horses wait in front of 
the hotel. What I could not forget about this photograph is that the light 
from two rows of gaslights pooled on the wet pavement in the large area 
between the tree and the horses. For two dollars, prints of seventy-three of 
Stieglitz's finest photographs were mine. 
But it was a foolish time for me to be buying anything. In a few weeks I 
would be moving from the spacious house I had shared with Marc to a 
small, old house in southern Illinois. I, who seldom parted with books, 
had already given away several armloads to lighten my load. Now I was ac-
quiring a heavy coffee table book that was too large to fit into the boxes 
that held my other books. I considered leaving my new purchase in the 
growing pile of items destined for the Am-Vets but didn't. The photo-
graphs were too pleasing to leave behind. 
During the final weeks of my marriage I twice lunched with a friend 
who had much to say about divorce. She was married for the third time -
finally, a good marriage - and was able to laugh about divorce at a time 
when I could only cry. She told me about the new bedroom that a poet 
friend had created for herself following her divorce. On the poet's bed 
were white linens and a white' needlepoint coverlet. Only a celibate, post-
menopausal woman can indulge herself with white bedding, my friend 
said. Define and fill your new space as deliberately. 
My new bedroom is the smallest of three small bedrooms. Now it is 
Navajo white, but when I first moved in it was mint green, a color chosen 
by my landlady's then twelve-year-old son. It is a popular color for marsh-
mallow Easter eggs, baby booties, and 1958 Edsells. That green created an 
effect in my bedroom that I do not associate with that color: constriction 
and lifelessness. The dark, glossy hardwood floors and wide baseboards, 
my antique dresser, and the graceful, black antique wardrobe that cedar-
scents my clothes make the room seem even darker and more closed in. 
One window was covered by a white plastic shade that would not roll up, 
and so it was always closed to the light. The other window was covered by 
delicate antique white curtains, so thin one could read the newspaper 
through them. When I moved into this house I hadn't a bed of my own, 
nor had I the money to buy a new one. For four months I slept in the slim, 
single bed the landlady's son had once slept on. It was not a comfortable 
bed: the mattress was so soft and bowed in the middle that I felt that I was 
sleeping on a banana. Nonetheless, I was grateful that I did not have to 
make a decision about where I would sleep so soon after my divorce. And, 
too, I was grateful that the bed I had been given was so narrow. A double 
bed begs to be filled; a single bed is unto itself. When I was ready for a 
two-person bed, I would buy one. In the meantime, my nun's cell and cot 
were enough. 
There was little I could do at the time about the color of the walls and 
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the size of my bed, but I was free to make decisions about everything else 
in the room. First I replaced the plastic shade that would not roll up with 
curtains that I could open. To give my bedroom more life, I placed 
Mrican. violets and philodendrons on top of the wardrobe. Those plants 
were less bothered by the lack of direct sunlight than I. But rather than 
enlivening the room, they heightened the unnaturalness of the green 
walls. To break up the expanse of chilly green I planned to hang the same 
prints that had graced my walls at earlier times when I lived alone. Two 
Brueghels (Winter Landscape, Haymaking), van Gogh's Starry Night, and 
Toulouse-Lautrec's The Clownesse had hung over the bed that Lee and I 
sometimes shared in Iowa City. When I lived in Omaha and was explor-
ing yoga and Hinduism I purchased lurid portraits of Vishna, Brahma, 
and Krishna from the Bhaktivedanta Society which I hung in the corner 
of my studio apartment and, later, in the extra room in Oscar's apartment 
where I did my yoga practice. But I couldn't find the large poster tube that 
held all these prints. I asked Marc if he could send them, since I was sure 
that I'd left them at his house. Probably not, he said. He had made his 
own pile for the Am-Vets after I moved. I was sad. I had believed that if I 
filled my walls with pictures from my earlier, more carefree days I would 
feel more carefree. 
I still had a box of framed pictures that I had hung on my walls in Des 
Moines and in the Russian Bottoms. I found half a dozen black-and-white 
photographs of perfectly executed yoga asanas. But the performers' strong, 
supple bodies made me realize how sloppy I had become in my practice 
in the absence of a teacher and how much older my body was. These pic-
tures might inspire me to demand more of myself, or they might just make 
me feel bad. I found that the mystical solemnity of Salvador Dalf's The 
Sacrament of the Last Supper still drew me, but the overtly Christian 
themes made me uneasy. I found framed pieces of Great-aunt Florence's 
sheet music. In one, a young peasant man leans over a brick wall to court 
a young peasant woman in "The Only, Only One for Me" (1924)' In an-
other, demure "Peggy O'Neil" (1919) in a gauzy, backless black dress looks 
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over her shoulder. But these pictures and their lyrics about dependent, 
one-dimensional women did not describe me; certainly they did not de-
scribe the woman I wanted to become. Next I found two bamboo scrolls 
that my mother had brought back from a trip to China: one, a landscape 
and pagoda, the other, two feasting pandas. I hung the latter over my nar-
row bed. That painting diminished the green space, and the pandas trig-
gered few associations. I found a bright mandala, the only picture of mine 
that had hung in the living room of the home that Marc and I had once 
shared. When friends and family observed, "But there's nothing of you in 
this house," I would point to the picture of the monster with a worldful of 
activity in his belly. The mandala was significant: it had been a timid at-
tempt to claim a small patch of wall in my former dwelling place as mine. 
It would hang in the bedroom where I would begin my new life as an 
almost-middle-aged singh: woman. The impulse that had caused me to 
hang that small, garish picture among the large, subdued watercolors of 
Caribbean scenes that Marc had acquired on his last trip home was one I 
wanted to nurture. Finally, I unrolled a blue, black, gray, and rust-colored 
"Navajo" rug, a gift from Rob, and placed the rug parallel to my narrow 
bed. For a moment, it appeared that things were as they used to be and 
that the almost six years I had spent with Marc had not happened. 
Yet every time I walked past Meredith's bedroom and saw her toys, her 
little bed with the Barney bedspread (a bed that remains empty too many 
nights), her dresses in the wardrobe with the door that will not stay closed, 
the picture of Noah's Ark and the prayer "Now I lay me down to sleep" 
that my mother embroidered for Meredith after I broke the news to her 
that by Marc's order she would never see her granddaughter again, I was 
reminded that the past six years had happened and that I needed to ac-
knowledge the various ways in which they had changed me. During the 
period immediately following my divorce and the beginning of my career 
as a university professor, for instance, I noticed that I had spontaneously 
changed my signature. The double-looped L on Lisa had become a sleek, 
flowing, loopless line that swung up into the i with no break between the 
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two letters. Once I perceived the change in Great-aunt Florence's signa-
ture from something that bordered on calligraphy to something smaller 
and less dashing as a sign that she had become more constricted and con-
ventionalized. But now I wonder ifher chirographic change signifies what 
mine does: a bolder, more pared down, and essential way of being. 
While there was less green space to contend with in my new bedroom, 
the wall hangings were not consoling. They made me feel surrounded by 
a former self who was now outdated and limited. In truth, my earlier days 
of singlehood had not been as idyllic as I want to remember them as be-
ing. Mter all, I had been weak enough to align myself with not one but 
two exciting though dangerous men. And I had let several gentle, stable 
men slip away. I wanted no external reminders of my own poor judgment. 
I put the pictures back in the box, rolled up the rug, and gave it to my son. 
Better to be bare than bound. 
There are different types of aloneness. For instance, the aloneness I 
knew in the years before I married was simply a release from social pres-
sures, the only time an introvert like me could relax and replenish herself. 
And it was an innocent aloneness, since I hadn't yet experienced the plea-
sure of day-to-day companionship with a man I loved. While I was mar-
ried, aloneness was heady and intoxicating, as is any rare pleasure. But the 
aloneness was sometimes burdensome because I felt that something so 
rare should be used wisely - for transforming myself or for creating art. 
Instead, I ate an uninterrupted meal and spent my precious time wonder-
ing what it would be like to be alone again - not occasionally, but most of 
the time. 
What I have now is an experienced aloneness, one deliberatdy chosen 
and fought for. It is not an easy solitude, since I cannot yet separate the 
core experience of aloneness from the reason that I am alone (a failed 
marriage) or the high price that I pay for this solitude (separation from my 
daughter). Nor is it always a pure solitude. Sometimes when I am physi-
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cally alone I remember, brood, anticipate. Then my house is filled with 
the imagined presences of other people. Then I am too cluttered, too sur-
rounded by others to return solitude's clear gaze. Until I am comfortable 
with solitude, I will not be able to welcome another person into my space. 
Most of my encounters with aloneness are pleasurable. For one, myex-
perience of the world is more intense when I am alone. If I take a walk 
with a companion, I return home remembering not the landscape or the 
repetitive, rolling contact my foot made with the earth but the conver-
sation. When conversation is lacking, I remember what I thought my 
companion was thinking. So, too, I become more involved in a movie, 
concert, or gathering storm when I see it alone rather than when I'm won-
dering about the reaction of the person or people with me. Indeed, my 
keenest, most focused memories are of things that have happened to me 
while I was alone - traveling, illness, observing art or nature. While lm-
man companionship offers many rich rewards, it also exacts a price. "Hu-
man intercourse often demands that we soften the edge of perception," 
May Sarton writes in "The Rewards of Living a Solitary Life," or that we 
"withdraw at the very instant of personal truth for fear of hurting, or ofbe-
ing inappropriately present, which is to say naked, in a social situation. 
Alone we can afford to be wholly whatever we are, and to feel whatever we 
feel absolutely. That is a great luxury!" For a walk to be a walk and nothing 
but a walk, it must be taken alone. Ultimately during time spent alone, 
one can develop the edge of perception to the point at which it will not be 
lost in the presence of others. Then one can be fully present while in rela-
tionship, "wholly whatever we are," says Sarton, "and [feeling] whatever 
we feel absolutely." 
The type of aloneness I am speaking of - an aloneness chosen by one 
who is in the thick of things - should not be confused with the type of 
aloneness experienced by those who are afraid to be part of a human com-
munity. The latter can be quite perilous. I was acquainted with a man 
who several years ago bought some land and a ramshackle house in the 
country, quit his job, and now lives meagerly on the interest from invest-
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ments made years ago. He says he often goes many days without seeing an-
other human being. He says he has not had female companionship for 
four years. He still speaks of the woman he has not seen once in the seven 
years since their divorce as his wife. I suppose that the fear of being hurt 
again has driven him deep into his hermit's cave, which, to some extent, is 
understandable. Yet I am alarmed by the way the constant aloneness has 
shaped him: he is ingrown, stagnant, wildly imbalanced. He needs friend-
ships. He needs the friction of working with others. Perhaps he could 
spend a few afternoons each week donating his carpentry skills to Habitat 
for Humanity or using his remarkable patience to teach illiterate adults to 
read. At any rate, he needs to open the windows and let in a little human-
ity. This man who is my shadow offers me a cautionary tale. 
My solitude is not the fear-based aloneness of my acquaintance or of 
the Una bomber Ted Kaczynski. Nor is it the unbroken, soul-deepening 
solitude of Julian of Norwich in her anchorage or of Henry David Tho-
reau hoeing beans. On Tuesdays and Thursdays I teach my classes at the 
university. I meet with students who take as much of my time as I am will-
ing to give them, as does the church to which I belong. Early in the morn-
ings, in the evenings, and on weekends I spend time with Ian. When 
Meredith is with me I spend time with her and Ian or with her alone. And 
I have more opportunities to socialize with good friends and new ac-
quaintances than I have the time or desire to take advantage of. But for 
several hours each day I am alone, writing, walking, preparing for classes, 
sitting on my porch swing reading with my cat on my lap, or, if I feel like 
it, cleaning house. Some days are textured and responsive like velvet, oth-
ers are polished and slippery as silk, others are nappy and firm as carpet. 
During these extended periods of aloneness I feel that I am most myself. 
Then, the edge of my perception is keenest. 
I read that in the early years of the twentieth century Stieglitz and some 
of his fellow photographers founded the Photo-Secession, a group com-
mitted to proving the artistic merit of photography. In 1910 they exhibited 
their work at the Albright Art Gallery in New York. Most photographs 
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were oblique, suggestive representations - misty landscapes and ethereal, 
virginal women. But Stieglitz was not interested in eulogizing the past, nor 
was he interested in fuzzy, indistinct images. Instead, he photographed 
the geometric shapes of New York City's skyscrapers, airplanes, ferries, 
and ocean liners. Nothing allusive or elusive in his work. 
I aim to keep the edge of my perception as hard and as honest. 
In 1920 Stieglitz moved cartloads of pictures, sculptures, and books 
from Oaklawn, his childhood home where he and O'Keeffe summered, to 
the adjacent farmhouse attic. "Space-eaters," he called the miscellany. 
O'Keeffe was in agreement with him about the stupidity of collecting 
things for sentiment's sake. I suspect that people who are compelled to fill 
blank film, canvases, or sheets of paper desire clean shelves and walls or 
that their shelves and walls be filled with that which is deliberately chosen 
and arranged. 
Mter four months I moved the narrow bed that my landlady left to the 
basement and filled the space that remained with a double bed, the one 
and only piece of new furniture I have ever bought. I bought it because 
the single bed was too soft and narrow for a comfortable sleep. I bought it 
because my children wanted to climb in bed with me during thunder-
storms or on really cold nights. I did not buy the bed with a man in mind, 
though for part of the winter and spring I did occasionally share it with a 
man whom I found to be more of an intruder on my solitude than a de-
sired companion. His presence helped me to realize that at least for now I 
prefer sleeping alone, right in the middle of my big bed. 
Shortly after I bought my bed I pulled out the big book of Stieglitz pho-
tographs and flipped through the pages. I was taken by the clean, aesthetic 
images. Nothing I saw there reminded me of my past. In Dancing Trees 
(1922) the bending, moving, dark, shiny trunks, white flecked and seamed 
along the crotch, were negative images of birch boughs. In A Street in Bel-
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lagio (1894) the narrow street ended in a flight of stairs that opened into 
the light. This well-trodden path (the steps are so worn in the middle that 
they appear to be bowed) is archetypal: it suggests something earthy (the 
passage leading from or to the womb) or something transcendental (a pas-
sage leading into the light). And finally, Little House (1933), in which a 
flagpole casts a shadow on the un mown grass in a clearing outside a tiny, 
one-room white house. Beyond, the clearing, the woods. The gregarious 
Stieglitz, who was content to work at the kitchen table surrounded by 
people, had to have a space where people were excluded for purely tech-
nical reasons: the house was his darkroom. Hence the "little house," an af-
fectionate diminutive instead of a flat statement of purpose (the tool shed) 
or of ownership (AI's shack). 
I cut out the three prints and framed and hung them. In the corner 
where Stieglitz's moist birches danced I leaned the three birch boughs 
that Sid had given me against the wall. She had once fallen in love be-
neath birch boughs - an impossible love that she cried over often and 
easily. Later, when she saw city workers cutting down birch trees, she 
hauled home as many of the branches as she could fit into a borrowed 
pickup truck. Birch boughs leaned against the walls in her apartment and 
office. Nests, feathers, shells, psychedelic ice skates, and the album jacket 
photograph of a French torch singer whose name I no longer remember 
nestled in the branches or dangled from the branches on strings. As my 
friend was preparing to move to the Sandhills of Nebraska with a different 
man, a man with whom she has remained for the past eight years and with 
whom she will probably remain the rest of her life, she spoke of the ne-
cessity of leaving something behind. And so she presented me with three 
birch boughs. I brought them with me to Illinois. Though they are brittle 
and the white bark is yellowed, I will take them with me wherever I go. 
Shortly after I bought my new bed and hung the Stieglitz prints on my 
wall, Marc sent the poster tube of prints I believed to be gone forever. 
Though I was glad to have them in my possession, I had no desire to exca-
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vate the contents of the tube. It is not the remains of an earlier life that I 
want to see when I awaken in the morning but surreal dancing birch trees, 
an artist's work space, a passage leading up and out. 
I appreciate the way the Stieglitz photographs playoff each other: a cor-
ridor leading to light; a workspace in the light; trees that dance in spite of 
the darkness. I had created a solitary place. A place where I could be nour-
ished and healed. A place where I could find peace. 
My morning ritual is to remove the antique curtain from the top half 
of the window and sit the rod on the lower set of hooks, so the lower win-
dow is double-curtained and the upper glass is curtainless. Light pours 
through. I pour myself a cup of coffee or tea, stand at the window, and 
gaze at the tree in my neighbor's yard with the single vision I possess when 
I am alone. I call my neighbor's tree the Finch Tree, because the branches 
are studded with purple finches who wait there until I sprinkle sunflower 
seeds on my back porch ledge after I finish my tea. The males are wine-
colored; the females are sparrowlike with white streaks extending from the 
backs of their eyes. The window frames the image. There is a hard, 
unadulterated edge to my perception. In my solitude, in the space that I 
have filled so deliberately, I see the birds and the branches. 
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fM Saturday, December 21, 1996. Mter several days of bitter cold, it is 
now a balmy forty-four degrees. The world looks as though it has just been 
rained on, but in truth it is the rapid melting of the six inches of snow we 
received last Monday that has brightened the colors of evergreen needles, 
cars, tree bark, and tossed trash and has deepened the gray of the pave-
ment. It is a good day for a walk. 
I welcome the physical activity after several days in which I walked no 
farther than the distance between my house and my car and the stores 
where I bought holiday gifts and food. Even more, I welcome the oppor-
tunity to see something other than the interior of buildings and to hear 
something other than the sounds of machinery and human voices. 
When I set out on my walks my head is teeming with unfinished busi-
ness. Then, I am not ready for the woods. Even in the woods, true solitude 
does not come easily. But the one-and-a-half-mile walk between my house 
and the fringe of woods surrounding Southern Illinois University's Cam-
pus Lake provides time and distance for me to explain to and argue with 
my imagined audience. Then, when I enter the woods, my mind is a little 
less cluttered with my worries, my justifications, my anticipations. With-
out my preparatory walk, my inner dialogue so dominates my awareness 
that I cannot experience lucid moments of inner silence and outer vision. 
Then the edge of my perception is neither hard nor honest. Without my 
preparatory walk, only the gross movements of a flushed pheasant or a 
fallen tree blocking my path can awaken me to what lies before me. 
What puzzles me is not that my awareness of the world is dulled, some-
times completely obscured, by the unfinished business I carry around in 
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my head but that occasionally something interrupts my head talk and per-
mits me to return to the task at hand: seeing the world and my partici-
pation in it. I had never heard anyone else speak of this matter of being 
interrupted into clarity until I read Sharon Butala's The Perfection of 
the Morning: An Apprenticeship in Nature (1994). Butala, who walks her 
ranch in southwestern Saskatchewan, says that when she is utterly ab-
sorbed in the natural world the things of nature do not enter her aware-
ness; rather, her awareness goes out to mingle with them. "'Throwing' 
one's consciousness," Butala calls it. In an excerpt from her journal, she 
explains how she enters this uncommon state of awareness: "I didn't get a 
new sense - I shut off the ones I usually use and 'clicked' into another 
kind, which I am sure is there all the time, but the others are omnipresent 
and obscure it. It isn't developing that sense that is necessary, it's learning 
to 'click' that's required." Following the click, one is completely and bless-
edly present in the act of seeing - at least for a moment. 
The real challenge for those of us who want to be awake to the world 
lies in reminding ourselves to click. But this is about as easy as trying to 
awaken oneself from sleep at an earlier hour of the morning than one is 
accustomed to without the aid of an alarm clock. Some days I am so im-
mersed in the details of daily living that I do not once click into awareness. 
Even more, I am not cognizant of my own unawareness. Which is why I 
walk. Because the woods are alien to me - so unlike the interiors of build-
ings and cars where I spend most of my life - they force me into a hyper-
sensitive state. Consequently, I am more likely to "click" when I am in the 
woods than when I am on familiar ground. To encourage this shift I some-
times put a band-aid around one of my knuckles before I set out on my 
walks. When I bend my finger, I feel the band-aid and am reminded that 
it is time to wake up, as surely as if an alarm clock had sounded. Now 
when I walk I am present for more frequent and sustained periods of time. 
I pray that my ability to click will strengthen and increase until I can shift 
into awareness in familiar surroundings, too. Then I will mingle with the 
sight of stalled traffic on the interstate; the dirty oven I have set out to 
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clean; the sounds of my children's Nintendo; and the people sitting on 
plastic chairs in class rooms, meeting rooms, and waiting rooms. Then I 
will need no reminders that I am more than the sum of all my parts -
mother, daughter, granddaughter, aunt, sister, friend, professor, writer, 
middle-aged woman, spiritual seeker. 
My absorption in the woods is more frequent and sustained on windy 
days. Then the wind that animates the trees, that drives ripples across the 
lake, that whips those hairs too short to be part of my braid into my eyes 
and mouth awakens me. For a minute or two, I see. I see that the wind-
driven trees, the wind-driven lake, the annoying wind-whipped strands of 
hair, and the wind itself are nothing but spirit. I see that the wind is not 
constant but rises and falls, ebbs and flows like the breath. I hear the forest 
singing in the drying wind. Such wind-created noise and motion will not 
permit me to be lost for very long to my nagging, racing mind. 
Etymology teaches us the connection between wind and spirit. The 
word spirit is derived from the Latin word spiritus, which means breath, 
courage, vigor, soul, life. To inspire, then, is to infuse with spirit or life. 
Spiritus in turn is derived from spirare, which means to blow, to breathe. 
Originally, spirit or the life principle was regarded as the animating vapor, 
infused by the breath of the deity. The moving air that encircles the earth, 
that fills my lungs, my eyes, my head, my heart, that inspires me reminds 
me that I am in the presence of a consciousness greater and wilder than 
my own. "Breathe on me, Breath of God, fill me with life a-new," says 
hymn-writer Edwin Hatch. 
Against the solid gray sky, dividing and subdividing limbs and branches 
and networks of twigs remind me of my own body: I see sprays of nerve 
cell dendrites; I see arteries branching into arterioles, branching into cap-
illaries. But to see only that part of the tree that is above me is to see only 
part of the picture. I contemplate the ridged point where tree and earth 
meet. I read that in most plants what grows beneath the surface is in pro-
portion to what grows above it. And in some cases there is more tree below 
than above. The lateral spread of pecan roots, for instance, is about twice 
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that of the tree's branches. If we are to know the pecan tree, we must see 
what lies beneath the surface as well as the red-brown scaly bark, the four-
winged husk of the fruit, the pinnate leaves. 
Yggdrasil, the cosmic tree of Norse mythology, binds Heaven, Earth, 
and Underworld with its roots and branches and supports the earth with 
its trunk. Like the trees in other creation stories, Y ggdrasil offers knowl-
edge to those gods and humans who are willing to pay the price. Beneath 
one of the roots of this tree was the Well of the Highest Wisdom, guarded 
by the giant Mimir. Odin drank deeply from those waters and was trans-
formed into the wisest and greatest of gods, though such knowledge cost 
him an eye. I am hard pressed to say ifI would have traded physical vision 
for wisdom if I were in Odin's place. 
I lift my eyes to that line where trees and sky meet. I observe cypress 
spires, white oak domes, sugar maple and sweet gum peaks, sycamore 
knobs and gaps. I do not let my eyes leave this ragged edge. Through the 
discipline of "tree top vision," I lose my grounding and become high and 
airy. I watch the tree limbs fret and tease the edge of the wild sky until I 
am giddy. 
I pull my vision earthward and reroot myself. Curled brown leaves, still 
clinging to the branches, shake in the wind. Woody grape vines clasp tree 
trunks with hundreds of hairlike roots. A duck's down feather waves from a 
brown stalk. A gray squirrel emerges from rustling leaf litter. In the pres-
ence of all this moisture, rotting logs, fungi, and brilliant green mosses 
and lichens are swollen like sponges. I squeeze a bracket fungus between 
my thumb and forefinger until water trickles forth. Beneath the foot-
bridge, acorn caps are embedded in thin patches of frond-patterned ice. 
The swampier lake shores are rimmed with buttressed cypresses, each sur-
rounded by an archipelago of their own kneel ike roots. In the middle of 
the lake the water flows, but near the shore, where it is frozen, mallards 
and pin-tails walk on the surface. Miracles. 
Miraculous, too, is the fine balance I perceive in the woods. Some 
dead trees are snagged on living trees, and so their fall is not complete. 
276 : Spirit Walk 
Other dead trees lean. When the wind blows, their branches creak like 
old bones. This wood is so delicately poised that one strong gust would 
change the configuration. I recall a tree surgeon I once lived near in Ne-
braska who created a gallery of tree art from the limbs he had amputated 
and hauled home. Two antlerlike branch tips hung over his front door. 
Slim, twisted trunks supported the railings on either side of his front steps. 
In his backyard the tree surgeon had created a giant sundial. The time-
telling shadow was cast by a wooden blade placed in the center of the 
circle. The twelve points were marked by curiously shaped trunks and 
limbs. One trunk, for instance, had grown into the hard right angles of a 
chair; another was so marked with knots and hollows that it resembled an 
astonished human face. Segments of barkless branches, wired and sus-
pended from the sycamore in the middle of the tree surgeon's front yard, 
converted the living tree into a mobile whose balance changed with the 
slightest movement of air. I feel the bandage on my finger. I am no longer 
standing in the tree surgeon's front yard but am walking on the path 
through my woods around this city lake. 
I am determined to maintain my lucidity. I concentrate on the rolling 
heel-to-toe contact I am making with the earth. Once I attended a Zen 
workshop at which the roshi taught us kinhin, walking meditation. We 
pressed our palms together and took one half step with each even breath. 
Pause. Step. Pause. Step. Pause. We were to have nothing on our minds 
but our pressed palms, our steady breaths, our heel-to-toe movement, and 
the slow, tight circles that we were walking. An utterly demanding disci-
pline. But it did not yield the fruits for me that my spirit walk does. As I 
take long strides through the woods I observe myself: the pressure of my 
feet against the path; my spine, as upright and straight as a pin oak trunk; 
my bone-encased brain, which makes meaning of the light that my eyes 
have gathered; the steady movement of spirit into and out of my lungs; my 
skin, which forms the boundary between me and everything else. I am 
here. I drift away. Click. I am here. I wait in my silence until I mingle with 
saffron ruffles of jelly fungi; dried sumac berries; tail-flicking mocking-
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birds; melting ice; the sweet, damp smell of decay; the sieve of dry reeds, 
stalks, branches, and leaves through which the wind hisses and hushes. I 
do not doubt that trees, birds, wind, and berries sense my presence as I 
sense theirs. What I question is whether their awareness of me is more 
constant or fickle than is my awareness of them. 
By the end of my walk my soles are hot from so much contact with 
Holy Earth Spirit. I suspect that if I were to prostrate myself and hug the 
earth, spirit would enter through my heart and pores. But I will not test 
my suspicion: what enters through my soles so overwhelms me that I can 
~arely contain it. If I were to receive any more spirit energy than this,. I 
would short-circuit. 
A man at my church who is so weakened by the AIDS virus that he 
must be carried into and out of the sanctuary raises his hands during the 
service. I guess that this is how he gives or receives power. I watch him 
carefully, wishing that I was moved to give and receive my blessings in the 
presence of a small crowd. During some church services my hands tingle, 
but they remain at my sides. But at some point during most of my walks in 
the woods my palms tingle and my fingers throb. My hands want to reach 
high and sway in the wind like the tree branches. They want to rise into 
the sky so that the spirit energy that flows into my feet can flow out 
through my fingertips. If I were to clasp my palms in prayer, I would form 
a closed circuit. Flesh and blood to pure ash in one radiant moment. 
Before leaving the woods I pause once more. My great tap root un-
folds, pushes toward the earth's core, holds me in place. I raise my palms 
into the sky. Spirit enters through my roots. Against gravity's pull, it rises 
through my trunk into each branch, into each branch tip, and beyond 
into the heavens. The wind in my branches moves me to sing a song that 
my children learned at church: "And all the trees of the field will clap 
their hands. Clap their hands. Clap their hands. And all the trees of the 
field will clap their hands, while I go out with joy." 
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~ One late September evening around dusk as I was returning from 
a long walk I noticed black smoke circling above the high school chim-
ney. A wheel in the sky. Wheels within wheels. Then the wisps of smoke 
flowed into the chimney, as if the wheels were being unraveled and the 
rightful order of things had been reversed. I do not know how long I stood 
on the sidewalk with my head tipped back, but it was at least long enough 
for my shoulders and neck to cramp and for every dot in the spiral of 
smoke to vanish. 
As I turned to leave I noticed an old woman sitting on her porch across 
the street from me. Apparently she had watched me stop and gaze heaven-
ward until all of the dark, flittering birds were gone. She rose from her 
chair and leaned against the porch railing. "Them birds," she said, point-
ing her finger skyward. "Means somethun', ya know?" 
I nodded and continued my walk. 
People have long believed that the behavior of birds means something. 
Because birds moved with ease through the sky where the ancients sup-
posed that the divinities dwelt. atop high, airy mountains or beyond the 
clouds, they assumed that the birds knew the will of the divine. People 
who were endowed with the ability to read bird behavior could discern 
whether the god. or gods favored a human endeavor, in which case it 
would succeed, or if they disfavored the endeavor, in which case it was 
doomed. 
While reliance on ornithomancy has diminished in recent times one 
still encounters people who see signs of providence in the fall of a spar-
row. I recall, for instance, the time that a sparrow flew into a former neigh-
bor's house through a temporarily screenless window. The frantic bird re-
peatedly flew into the mirror over the mantel until my neighbor threw a 
blanket over the bird, reached under and grabbed it in her hand, and re-
leased it outside. Afterward my neighbor said that when a wild bird flew 
into a house, someone who dwelt within that house would die soon-
which happened in this case, if soon means a couple of years. What I do 
not understand, however, is if my neighbor thought that the bird was a 
creative force, bringing death through its very presence, or if it was a pre-
dictive force, announcing the approach of something already in the cards. 
At an earlier time, ornithomancy - foretelling the fuhue by means of 
birds and their flight - was a sacred and civil institution. Shortly after 
Numa Pompilius (715-673 B.C.) was augured and created the second king 
of Rome, he organized a priesthood of augurs to ensure that the affairs 
of the republic would be successfully conducted. The augurs' duties in-
cluded observing and interpreting such nahual phenomena as lightning; 
the entrails of sacrificial victims; the behavior of snakes and mice; and, 
most important, the flight, song, and feeding of birds. These priests 
formed the Roman Augural College, which met monthly to discern the 
gods' wishes regarding a proposed action, such as laying out a sacred 
boundary, leading one's legions into battle, electing a leader, calling a 
meeting of the assembly, or selecting a spouse. 
Such work was highly formalized, surrounded by pomp and authority. 
In his Birds in Legend, Fable, and Folklore (1923), Ernest Ingersoll explains 
that after saying a prayer an augur sat facing south or east in a square 
marked on the ground (the templum) and watched the heavens for signs, 
in his hand his crooked staff (lituus). A sacred formula was read specifying 
the time and place in which the signs were to be observed. Sometimes the 
augur watched and interpreted; other times a magistrate scanned the skies 
and reported what he saw to a blindfolded augur, who translated the signs 
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into a human language. The significance of the message the augur re-
ceived was based on the quarter of the heavens in which the bird or birds 
appeared and their position relative to his. If the sign appeared on the au-
gur's left, it was lucky; if it appeared on his right, it was unlucky. 
Ingersoll says that a devotee of this type of divination believed that the 
bird was unconscious of the part it played in omen catching; rather, its 
mind was "a mere receptacle of divine impulses to act in a certain way, 
the significance of which the auspex understood and reported." The more 
empty-headed the "medium" was, the better, because then it would have 
fewer ideas of its own to "short-circuit the inspired impulses." Chickens 
were especially valuable as augurs because of their witlessness. If a sacred 
chicken exited its cage too slowly or refused its feed, it was a bad omen; 
but if it fed so greedily that some part of its food fell and struck the ground, 
it was a good omen. 
Perhaps the old woman on her porch had been announcing to me that 
she could augur the meaning of the swifts' Hight pattern for my benefit. 
But I had been too rattled by the knowledge that she had been watching 
me to have wits enough to ask her what she thought the birds meant. Per-
haps she had so long been watching the swifts' movements - streaming 
into and out of the chimney, catching insects in the air, disappearing in 
the autumn, reappearing in the spring - that she could detect subtle dif-
ferences in their collective behavior. Consequently, she could say whom 
the powers of the universe wanted to win the approaching presidential 
election or the next football game that Carbondale Community High 
School would play in the stadium near her house, if she would remain 
healthy another year, if she would recover her lost treasure, if she would 
be unloved and alone in her final years. Or perhaps her augury was lim-
ited to weather prediction: in the tightness or slackness of the swifts' 
circles she could discern the mildness or harshness of the approaching 
winter or summer. Or perhaps, in her seventy or eighty years, she had 
never observed the behavior of chimney swifts until that moment and did 
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not know that their wild wheeling and sudden disappearances were com-
mon, everyday behavior. Or perhaps she thought that I was an augur who 
could tell her what the winter would bring. 
Augury is more than superstition. The laws of probability (the ratio 
of the chances favoring a certain happening to all the chances for and 
against it) and human psychology (how petitioners might respond to mes-
sages brought from the gods) provide quite rational explanations for why it 
works. In Prediction and Prophecy, Keith Ellis says that soothsayers tended 
to be accurate by the very nature of the problems put to them. For in-
stance, if a general was wondering whether to engage in battle, he would 
first assess the strength of both his and his enemy's forces. Ifhe concluded 
that the other army was better trained and equipped than his, he would re-
treat or postpone his battle plans without ever consulting the augur. Yet if 
the general concluded that his chances of victory were good, he would 
seek confirmation from the augur. Ellis calculates that augurs were cor-
rect three fourths of the time, an accuracy rating surpassing that of pre-
dictions made by the U.S. Weather Service and by members of the Ameri-
can Medical Association. 
But, too, there are more esoteric explanations for the success and 
longevity of the institution of augury. Ellis says that "primitive" peoples 
believed they were surrounded by invisible gods and spirits or by a super-
natural power flowing in humans, in objects, and sometimes in events as 
well. Those who believed in such spirits or powers sought signs of their 
tendencies or intentions, just as many religious people still seek signs 
of their god's will. Now instead of looking to silver wings in the morning 
sun for messages from the divine, many believers look to extraordinary 
events - the appearance of someone or something long lost, green (or 
red) traffic lights all the way to one's destination, a meaningful slip of the 
tongue, the arrival of unexpected money - to inform them whether they 
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should attack or surrender, acquire or be content, start anew or stay in 
place. 
The ancient Romans insisted that reading and interpreting signs was 
not the work of any common person ·but was to be performed by an elite 
priesthood. Some still believe that only a select few are able to detect the 
shadow that precedes substance, and so they drive to the next city and pay 
someone to make the tarot cards or their own palm speak. But I believe 
that the spirit is more generous and egalitarian than that: it offers revela-
tions of heaven's will to each of us, every moment. This means that the di-
vine can speak to us through the movements of birds, the casting of I 
Ching, the overheard remark of a stranger, dream symbols, Ouija boards, 
the opening of Scripture to a random verse, the buoyant vowel released by 
a baby bathing in the kitchen sink, or any other tool~ or methods we de-
vise. That not all people are augurs is because not all people have awak-
ened to the presence of the divine. For them, the heavens are sealed shut. 
For those who are dimly or occasionally aware of the divine, the heavens 
open on rare and unexpected occasions. When the partially sighted per-
ceive signs, they interpret them as rare wonders: miracles. But for those 
who are deep and pure in their yearning for guidance; who are solid in 
their faith; who are willing to stop dead in their tracks, to drop their heads 
back, and to watch and listen with an open heart - for those who are will-
ing to receive whatever the heavens offer, signs are comm~m and their 
meanings certain. Indeed, the ability to see and interpret signs is not an 
extraordinary gift bestowed on a few but everyone's birthright. 
If we accept that living and inanimate objects can communicate the in-
tentions of the god or gods, then, like sacred chickens, we humans can un-
wittingly communicate the will of the divine to other creatures through 
our comings and goings, our preparations for the seasons, our behavior at 
communal events. For the chimney swifts the interaction between the old 
woman and me may have meant something. 
Omen-catcher : 283 
When Marc and I were divorcing, I was anxious and grief-filled - as I 
sometimes still am - over what might become of the bond that Meredith 
and I shared. What kind of relationship would she and I have in five years 
if we were apart from each other more than we were together? What kind 
of relationship would she and I have when she is a teenager if most of our 
mother-daughter talks are by telephone? I searched the world for signs of 
assurance. A shooting star. A burning bush. Darkness at noon. The Queen 
of Hearts. A four-leafed clover (I found four that summer, two on the same 
slope). Finally the sign came. As I walked across the parking lot at Mere-
dith's preschool, a pair of mourning doves surprised me with their sudden, 
whistling flight. They flew in different directions but landed within inches 
of each other on a tree branch. This pair created in me the certainty that 
they were more than just doves: they were messengers sent to assure me 
that my daughter and I would never lose our strong, loving bond, no mat-
ter what the fuhue brought. Almost three years later, I can say that thus far 
the birds have been correct. 
My conviction that the birds were a sign was confirmed a few months 
later. On the morning of August 9, Marc was driving back to Lincoln after 
having spent a week helping Ian, Meredith, and me settle into our house 
in Illinois. On that day, my divorce really began. As we approached his car 
(for Marc to leave, for Ian, Meredith, and me to wave good-bye), a pair of 
mourning doves who had been picking grit on the sidewalk rose together. 
One landed on a utility line, the other disappeared. Despite our sincere 
plans to continue seeing each other (Marc even planned to buy a new car 
so that he could more easily make the 55o-mile drive between eastern Ne-
braska and southern Illinois), I knew that he and I were parting for good. 
The two pairs of mourning doves had signaled to me that one of the most 
important relationships in my life, that of my daughter and me, would 
persist; another, that of Marc and me, would change dramatically. 
Several months later, as I was walking through an unfamiliar neighbor-
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hood, I glimpsed six-foot-wide, blue-gray wings over Little Crab Orchard 
Creek. Great blue herons had appeared to me before, always unexpect-
edly, always under unusual circumstances. Consequently, I knew to watch, 
listen, and follow. I left the bridge and trailed the heron up the creek. As 
soon as I got close enough to see the black streak on the belly and the or-
nate plumes on the head, the heron again lifted and glided and landed. 
She hunched her head on her shoulders and waited for me. I crept 
through the brush until I was within viewing distance, then stood stock-
still. Again the heron glided and I followed. Our game did not end until 
public property became private property. The great blue heron, whose 
wildness seemed so out of place on this city creek, had something to say to 
me, who felt so out of place in this tiny southern town, surrounded by 
damp, lush forests instead of prairies and wooded prairie rivers. The heron 
intimated to me that either this place would become my home or that I 
would return to the place that I consider home. A good omen. 
And birds call me more deeply into myself. Recently I left a path in the 
woods to follow a pair of red-bellied woodpeckers. They led me over the 
spongy forest floor, through the trees and oozy weeds, farther and farther 
from the path. I had seen the red cap and ladder back and heard the 
hoarse call of many red-bellied woodpeckers before. But these were more 
than woodpeckers I was trailing: I was being guided by something deeper 
than whim or reason. The woodpeckers' hoarse call was beckoning me to 
a quest. Of the call to such a journey, Joseph Campbell writes: "Whether 
in dream or myth, in these adventures there is an atmosphere of irre-
sistible fascination about the figure that appears suddenly as guide, mark-
ing a new period, a new stage, in the biography." I would have followed 
the woodpeckers to the heart of the forest if the things of this world - chil-
dren to love, students to teach, essays to write, people to forgive and to be 
forgiven by - had not called me back to the path. 
But when I cross the threshold into my dream world the ties that bind 
me dissolve. Without a backward glance I follow the woodpeckers to a 
hovel in the forest, which I recognize as home. I carve a crooked staff from 
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cherry wood. In the clearing in front of my cottage I mark off a square on 
the ground and place my wicker lawn chair smack in the middle. Then I 
sit quietly, motionlessly. Soon I hear a hoarse, robinlike song and see a 
flash of yellow and olive green in the trees. It is a scarlet tanager, a mis-
naming since the female and the juveniles of both sexes are never scarlet 
and the male is scarlet only during the breeding season. The bird's sci-
entific name, Piranga olivacea, is more accurate, since the female is olive 
above, dull yellow below, with dark wings and tail. Piranga olivacea comes 
to my forest in the spring and raises a brood, often of more cowbirds than 
tanagers; in the fall she returns to north-central South America. It pleases 
me to imagine her exotic winter haunts east of the Andes. It pleases me to 
think of how little ornithologists know about her exact whereabouts in the 
winter because of her ventriloquial skill and her ability to sit quietly, mo-
tionlessly, and alone in the high, dense foliage. When she flies over me I 
see her white wing linings. This sign bodes well for me. It assures me that 
I have positioned myself where I need to be. It assures me that as the 
decades pass I will grow wilder, weedier, and wiser in my forest home, in-
creasingly sought out for my ability to interpret the ways and the meanings 
of birds. 
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